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The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Academy, located 
on 547 acres at MCB Quantico in Virginia, hosts much of 
the FBI’s training, from minting new agents and analysts 

to grooming law enforcement leaders from around the 
world. The Academy also serves as a premier physical 
fitness training facility, and for 10 weeks each year is 
home for law enforcement professionals participating in 
the National Academy program.

Started in 1935, the FBI National Academy is a profes-
sional course of study for U.S. and international law en-
forcement leaders that serves to improve the administration 
of justice in police departments and agencies at home and 
abroad, and to raise law enforcement standards, knowledge 
and cooperation worldwide. In addition to the coursework 
they complete, National Academy students fine-tune their 
bodies with health and fitness instructors at the Academy 
gymnasium, fitness center and pool. 

“Within the Physical Training Unit here at the Academy, 
there are four health and fitness instructors, including me, 
who are the primary instructors for the New Agent Train-
ing program — those in the process of becoming special 
agents — and the National Academy students,” explains 

FBI Academy Health and Fitness Instructor John Van Vorst. 
“Much of the training is done within the National Academy 
training program, and we run four 10-week sessions per year, 
where we provide training for the law enforcement professionals 
from around the world. We have an entire curriculum of lifelong 
fitness elements, where we split time between the classroom 
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Inside FBI Training
Academy Instills Strong Culture of Fitness
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One of the many obstacles along the “Yellow Brick Road” 
challenge course, the last leg of the 10-week National  

Academy fitness program. 



training program where we can show them 
the correct movement patterns,” notes Van 
Vorst. “A lot of them arrive here at the Na-
tional Academy, and because there has been 
a legacy about the program, they think, 
‘You’re going to get to the academy and 
they’re going to run you into the ground.’ 
And while some elements of that approach 
are still present, we stress early and often 
the notion of improving movement quality 
before we worry about building any kind 
of capacity. Most of what we present early 
on is getting them reacquainted with mov-
ing their body weight against gravity in a 
variety of fundamental movement patterns. 
Ultimately, we get a lot of positive feedback 
because they see the relevance, and they 
also realize that they can be doing so many 

more things than they have been doing with little or no equip-
ment at all or without much of a need for an extensive facility.”

Van Vorst points out that before presenting the students with 
the tremendous variety of exercise modalities and equipment 
available at the Academy, a foundation of being able to handle 
their body weight against gravity must be created. 

“The training here is getting more functional, and we are 
distancing ourselves from a long history of either distance-
type or formation runs,” he says. “And there is still a tendency 
to adhere to an aesthetic-based body-building approach or 
muscle-by-muscle approach to some of their resistance train-

ing, so we want them focusing a lot more on the quality of their 
movements. I have been heavily influenced by Vern Gambetta, 
who is the godfather of functional training before anyone even 
knew what it was, so a lot of the principles that we are doing I 
can attribute to him.”

Classroom Component
The classroom element of the 10-week training curriculum 

allows the health and fitness instructors to talk with students 
about the rationale or science behind the physical training that 
they are doing. 

“For example, we will tell them that we are going to do 

environment and the practical setting, where we learn by doing.” 
Health and fitness instructors also work with new agent train-

ees, who must pass a physical fitness test before they reach the 
academy. “They are retested shortly after arriving at the academy, 
and are tested three times throughout their 20 weeks or so that 
they are in the program,” notes Van Vorst. “We spend more time 
with new agents who get here and have trouble with the test, 
work a little more closely with them to help them overcome any 
problems that they may have with certain test protocols, and 
give them training guidance to get over that hurdle.” 

national aCademy training
The National Academy curriculum not 

only covers physical fitness, but the exer-
cise science behind the training. Academy 
health and fitness instructors, who all hold 
advanced degrees and health and fitness 
certifications, created the curriculum based 
on their cumulative body of knowledge and 
experience. Van Vorst, for example, holds 
undergraduate and graduate degrees in 
health and sports studies, exercise science, 
and is a certified strength and condition-
ing specialist (CSCS) from the National 
Strength and Conditioning Association 
(NSCA), and a health and fitness special-
ist from the American College of Sports 
Medicine (ACSM). 

“We meet with them on their first day 
in the gymnasium, and we do a battery of 
assessments,” he points out. “For example, 
we will do resting measurements to kind of gauge their resting 
heart rate and blood pressure, and do some circumference mea-
surements. And we do a movement quality assessment, which 
is similar to a transitional movement- or functional movement-
screening approach. We want to watch them do a lunge, do a 
stability orientated push-up test. We ask if they have any pain 
with any movement patterns, and we like to bring in an athletic 
trainer as well. We also do a muscular endurance test with the 
push-ups, such as cadence control push-ups, as well as a one-
mile run, as a gauge of their aerobic power.” 

The curriculum starts with a dynamic warm-up, which is the 
“built-in injury prevention, corrective-exercise component of the 
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Much of the National Academy fitness training is done in the FBI Academy 
gymnasium at MCB Quantico, Va.

Health and fitness instructors at the FBI Academy stress the importance of 
body-weight exercises as part of the training curriculum. 



gotiate any walls, windows, 
low crawls or cargo nets that 
you might encounter,’” says 
Van Vorst.

He points out that stu-
dents “begin to see the link 
on the day of the course 
of why, for example, we 
were doing so much multi-
directional speed and agil-
ity or stability training; 
and why we were handling 
these inverted body rows or 
pull-ups with these ropes; 
and why we were doing so 
much strength training for 
the hips, because there is 
a lot of elevation change 
and strength and stability 
requirement, and it is not 
just about running a bunch 

of miles; it is much more integrated than that.”
To the credit of the health and fitness instructors, aside from 

the occasional ankle sprain, the majority of the students (200 
to 250) complete the grueling endurance course and earn their 
yellow brick. 

tools of the trade
Due to the size of each class, which is usually between 35 

and 40 students per health and fitness instructor, the bulk of the 
physical training is done in the gymnasium, which has wresting 
mats, pull-up bars and a storage cage that houses fitness equip-
ment, including sand bags; steel belts; dumbbells and kettlebells 
of various weights and sizes; medicine balls; resistance bands; 
slide boards; and an assortment of other functional fitness pieces.

“Some of our favorite tools are dumbbells, kettlebells, sand-
bags and steel bells — adding the external resistance and ac-
commodate the large numbers we have here,” notes Van Vorst.

For students and new agents, the academy also has a tradi-
tional weight room with free weights/benches, dumbbells and 
selectorized equipment, as well as a dedicated cardio area that 
houses Woodway treadmills; Life Fitness ellipticals, treadmills 
and Summit trainers; Nautilus Stepmills; Keiser M3 spin bikes 
and functional trainer; Concept2 rowers; Marpo Kinetics End-
less Rope machines; VersaClimber machines; Cybex Arc train-
ers; Pitch Shark belt squat; a Brewers Ledge Treadwall; TRX 
suspension trainers; and a full complement of bumper plates, 
barbells and Olympic-style weights. 

“Although the strength and cardio areas can’t accommodate 
a full class, we show them what is available, so when they 
have time to train and workout individually, they know how to 
use the equipment properly,” explains Van Vorst. “We have a 
functional trainer — a compressed air system with dual arms 
— and we highlight early on that they can be using equipment 
like this on their own to incorporate a lot of what we are doing 
as a group — on your feet, multi-joint, dynamic-type efforts 
incorporating elements of rotation with pushing, pulling, bend-
ing and squatting.”

The academy recently added a Pitch Shark belt squat machine 
to complement what is being done in the gymnasium. “We want 
people to have a strength element in their program and load up 

as part of our training that 
day, this sort of 30-20-10 in-
terval approach that comes 
from the Jens Bangsbo 
study in 2012 where re-
searchers took runners 
and reduced their running 
volume by more than half 
by doing cycles of running 
easy for 30 seconds, moder-
ate for 20 and hard for 10. 
We show them the science, 
the results achieved, and we 
use it to reinforce the notion 
that, ‘We want you moving 
better, not just more, be-
cause more isn’t better.’ The 
classroom is better for get-
ting into the nuts and bolts 
of the theoretical basis for 
the training.” 

He adds, “It is important that no matter how they come to 
us that they focus on improving their athleticism, and part of 
that might just be restoring their dynamic posture and balance.” 

Van Vorst says that much of time in the classroom is focused 
on nutrition. 

“We look at what is the current understanding of what a 
healthy diet looks like,” he says. “And that is constantly evolv-
ing, so it keep us on our toes tracking some the latest develop-
ments and trying to come up with a consensus of what these 
folks should be doing to support the training that we are doing 
here. This idea that you can out-exercise a bad diet needs to go 
away, so we focus a lot on the nutrition side of things. Proper 
recovery and refueling, what they should be eating prior to 
and after workouts, is also covered. We also answer questions 
about supplements and protein, which are topics that almost 
invariably come up early on.” 

yellow BriCk road
Anyone who has attended the National Academy knows all 

about the “Yellow Brick Road,” the final, but optional test of 
the fitness program. The course consists of a 6.1-mile grueling 
run through a hilly, wooded trail built by Marines at Quantico. 
Along the way, the participants must climb over walls, run 
through creeks, jump through simulated windows, scale rock 
faces with ropes, crawl under barbed wire in muddy water, 
maneuver across a cargo net, and more. 

When the students complete this difficult test, they receive 
an actual yellow brick to memorialize their achievement. The 
course came to be known as the “Yellow Brick Road” years 
ago, after the Marines placed yellow bricks at various spots 
to show runners the way through the wooded trail. The overall 
fitness challenge began at the National Academy in 1981 and 
has evolved over the years; yellow bricks began to be awarded 
in 1988.

“At the end of their 10-week training here, we take the Na-
tional Academy students over to the course, and we tell them, 
‘You are only going to get one shot at the course, but that is okay 
because everything we do from our functional training perspec-
tive in this physical training curriculum is geared toward helping 
you complete the course and handle your body weight — ne-
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Changing the 
Culture

Slowly but surely, health and fitness instructors are changing 
the fitness culture at the academy, integrating the athletic model 
and the latest consensus in the industry on functional training. 

“More often than not, they see the benefit and value of 
integrating some of the elements of our approach to help bal-
ance out their more specialized training,” says Van Vorst. “Our 
biggest target or concern are those who come in and have not 
been consistently involved in a physical training program, but 
use this 10-week program as a means of jumpstarting their 
own personal fitness, creating more lifelong patterns. Almost 
universally these folks love the philosophy that we are bringing. 
And we maintain a pretty high intensity level and encourage 
them to train really hard, but the methods with which we bring 
to this program they find relevant and timely.”

Van Vorst says the key to the program’s success is the tre-
mendous support that is received from frontline supervisors, 
who not only support facilities but also personal growth for 
instructors by funding continuing training opportunities and 
attendance at local, regional and national tradeshows, from 
organizations such as the NSCA and ACSM. 

“There is an enormous amount of buy-in here, and I think 
the folks who decide where the money goes understand the 
value of providing the types of equipment that we have,” he 
points out. “And the feedback is so positive that it reinforces 
and allows us to be able to get the things here that adhere to 
our overriding principles and approach.”  —GRF

that squat pattern,” notes Van Vorst. “And some people don’t 
like the feel of a barbell on their back or shoulder so the belt 
squat allows them to apply the resistance across their waist or 
hip so they can do loaded squats that are friendlier on the soft 
tissues and on their spine. Our population of law enforcement 
executives, who have 15 to 20 years on the job, come with a 
whole list of orthopedic considerations and soft tissue problems.”

Van Vorst says that the goal is to get them to do most of their 
training up on their feet. 

“So if they are needing mats to do Ab work, we try to break 
that mentality by using stretch bands or resistance bands, an-
chored to pull-up bars in the gym, doing a whole host of push-, 
pull- and rotational-based exercises up on their feet,” he explains. 
“We integrate things like a resistance band and a suspension 
trainer, which is body-weight training that allows you to regress 
and progress some of the movements, especially adding a lot 
of pulling-based movements.” 

In addition to the gymnasium and fitness center, the academy 
has a 25-meter pool that is used by instructors for training. 

“We take our classes down to the pool to do some deep water 
running and jogging using the aqua jogger belts and devices 
like that,” notes Van Vorst. “The pool allows us to show them 
that in the deep water they can sprint again, even though they 
may not have sprinted in decades, and challenge those energy 
systems but be kinder and gentler to those soft tissues. A number 
of them also like to get down there and accumulate some laps 
in the pool to stay fit.” 
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