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PART 1 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCE THE DRILL ON SHORE. 
When using a training drill for the first time, it’s important to fully explain the rules, set-up 
and objectives of the exercise before going afloat.  Briefing and discussing the exercise will 
help avoid any misunderstanding and ensure quick transitions between drills with minimum 
confusion. Try to involve the group in the briefing, tying in personal experience into the aims 
and objectives of the exercise so that the relevance can be fully understood.  

2. USE A DEMONSTRATION, EITHER ON LAND OR WATER. 
Try to provide a best practice blue print of a drill whenever possible.  In its simplest form 
this may be a diagram of the exercise on a white board, but whenever possible, try to use 
previous Video footage of the drill being performed well or by using Shore Based Drills to 
break down a new skill into small components.  More kinaesthetic teaching methods are 
often far more effective at passing on a new technique and can enhance the success of on 
the water training.  

3. RUNNING THE DRILL 
Be sympathetic when running drills for the first time as they rarely go to plan.  Start with an 
exercise in its simplest form so that the group has a better chance of performing the 
exercise successfully.  Then as more sailors get to grips with the rules and manoeuvring 
required, then increase the difficulty and fully explore the educational potential of the drill. 

4. ON THE WATER FEEDBACK 
As a coach, your goal must be to train out bad habits and train in good techniques.  Ideally, 
you will be able to recognise poor practice and be able to give suggestions as to how best 
to correct the fault on the water.  Try not to address too many faults at any one time.  Focus 
on underpinning techniques first, working towards fine-tuning specific skills as sailors 
becomes more proficient at the drill. 

5. DEBRIEF AND ADAPTATION  
For most sailors and especially at elite level, the most effective learning occurs on the 
water. However, It is during the de-brief that both the coach and the sailors can summarise 
the days activities, the lessons learnt and any relative differences within the group.  Use 
Video footage and sailors own experiences to re-enforce positive experiences which can 
then be summarised at the end of the session or re-visited at a later date. A final tool is to 
encourage the sailors to adapt techniques practiced for different situations or to tailor a skill 
to their own personal style.  

5 STEPS TO SUCCESS 
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Exercises in this book will be presented in the following way: 
 
DRILL TITLE: Standard ‘tag names’ help enable coaches to be consistent which in turn 
avoid confusion when teaching new groups or when working with other coaches. 
 
COLOUR CODING: Suggested ability level of the group required for an exercise.  Fits the 
RYA’s template for race training with START (Green), INTERMEDIATE RACE (Amber) 
and ADVANCED RACE (Red).  Note: Some exercises will suit multiple skill levels 
depending on the variations used. 
 
GEAR: Specifies the marks and additional coaching resources required by the drill. 
 
DESCRIPTION: Sets out the rules of the exercise and if it is to be competition on skills 
based.  
 
AIMS: Explains the objectives of an exercise, the skills that are to be targeted and how 
they’re relevance on the racecourse.  
 
SETUP: Outlines how to run the exercise, tips on laying the course and additional 
comments on best practice for coaches.  
 
VARIATIONS: Ideas on how best to adapt the drill to suit different abilities and group sizes 
or to add an element of progression or variety 
 
TOP TIPS: Advice to help the drill run smoothly.  
 
COACHING POINTS: Best practice techniques and coach focused instruction to help get 
the most out of the exercise.  Also provides a guide to providing feedback on the drill.  
 

 
 

USING THE MANUAL 



 7 

 

 

• KISS – Keep it Short and Simple:  Focused sessions with specific training goals are 
far more likely to help skill acquisition within a group.  Try not to over reach by 
cramming too much into each session.  This will increase briefing time and 
potentially confuse sailors or lose focus within the group. 

 

• SESSION PLANS: Outline training goals including variations and progressions.  
Preparation here will result in a much clearer briefing and that’s 50% of the way 
towards a good session.  

  

• LEARNING OBJECTIVES:  Test the sailors at the end of the day to assess 
whether your session plans have been translated into effective learning. This is far 
more useful than simply scoring how good you were at running the session.  

 

• ABSTRACT TRAINING: Try not to fall into the trap of running exercises with 
unclear or unrelated goals.  Sailors always put more effort into rehearsal if they can 
relate the technique to personal experience or to specific scenarios on the 
racecourse.  

 

• TIME TO LEARN: When introducing new skills, allow sufficient time for individuals 
to practice techniques and encourage ‘thinking time’ betweens repetitions to assess 
their own progression.  

 

• LEARNING STYLES: People learn in different ways so be prepared to adapted 
your delivery style to the individual. Asking questions will not only help to assess 
progression but will also help the sailors to reinforce their understanding by talking 
about the skill.   

 

• PROGRESSION: Try to include this in your session working towards an element of 
overload.  Pressure is excellent way of encouraging adaptation both physically and 
within motor skills. Warm up – Introduce skill – rehearse in controlled environment – 
test in a racing situation – refine and adapt.  

 

EFFECTIVE COACHING TIPS 
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• HOLDING PATTERNS: Control is critical and this is especially true in junior, low 
ability or Skiff classes where groups can separate rapidly.  To avoid this always 
have a set holding exercise and course area that sailors can revert to in the event 
that you have to rescue a capsized boat or re-lay the course. 

 

• WIND SPEED AND TEMPERATURE directly impact the number of successful 
exercises you will be able to run per-session.  Larger or more diverse groups also 
influence this.  

 

• GOOD PRACTICE: Encourage sailors to come close to the rib at the end of every 
exercise.  This will give you the opportunity of passing on coaching points and brief 
them on the next activity.  It also keeps the group together and stops you having to 
charge off after individuals. 

 

• COMMUNICATION: Wait until boats are alongside or holding position before 
passing on instructions. Use a whistle to gain a boats attention and position yourself 
to windward to help carry your voice. 

 

• USE FIRST NAMES:  Placing Duck tape on Buoyancy Aids with the sailors names 
marked clearly will help.  Also engage eye-to-eye contact and use consistent, 
enthusiastic body language.  

COACHING CHECKLISTS 

 
 

 

 
 

Weather and forecast 
 

Time available. 

Ratios of safety boats to sailors/boats 
 

Facilities available 

Types of boat. Insurance (club, personal, Rescue 
boat, sailors) 

Rescue facilities Medical conditions of the students/ 
coach/helpers- Medical form 

Sailor’s ability, size, gender and age Communications with shore, sailors, 
emergency teams- MOB, radio 

Other club activities Hazards associated with sailing at 
that club/area 

Tide and tidal flow. 
 

Risk assessment & form 

CONTROLLING GROUPS 
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STARTING 

 
 

COMMUNICATING INSTRUCTIONS 

 
 

 
 

 

STANDARD HAND SIGNALS  
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1. For fast course laying drop the pin end first and take a true wind reading from that 
mark. 

2. Motor along your bearing for the appropriate distance given wind strength and class 
of boat. Then drop the Windward mark and return to the pin.  

3. Take a wind reading at the Pin; add 90 degrees and motor along that bearing until 
have the correct length line.  Move 2-3 boat lengths upwind or up tide and drop the 
anchor.  Then correct the line adjusting the anchor line to the back bearing.  

4. Lay leeward Marks with a back bearing of the Windward mark 
5. Wing Marks should be an extension of the Start line bearing 
6. Use over-length anchor line on Starting Marks to enable you to change line bias 

without having to re-lay. 

WINDWARD LEEWARD VARIATIONS 
 

1. This is fast too set up and 
requires minimal buoyage 
since all marks are left to 
port. The Start/Finish Line 
can also be used and a 
mid course gate (two 
marks that the fleet have to 
sail through on the upwind 
or downwind legs).  This 
means the course can be 
easily shortened and gives 
options for mixed ability 
groups. 

2. This version keeps start and finish lines separate to the gate.  Sail the assigned 
number of laps, rounding either leeward gate before passing through the gate to the 
finish line on the final lap.  

3. The final variation inserts a spacer mark to prevent boats hoisting and colliding with 
boats approaching the windward mark.  

 

TRIANGLE / SAUSAGE and P COURSE 
 

 
 

SETTING COURSES 
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TRAPEZOID (OUTER and OUTER LOOP) 
 

Employed by many Olympic Classes this course 
requires the top reach to be set tight so that flying a 
spinnaker is made difficult.  The bottom reach 
should be a little freer to provide overtaking options.  
Using alternative inner and outer loops allows 
different classes to be raced on the same course 
area, saving a coach time and effort. 
 

 

 

 

 

These can be used as very effective holding exercise to bring groups together when 
leaving the shore or for sailors to revert to in the event that you have to rescue a capsized 
boat or re-lay the course.  

REACH 2 REACH  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 8 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

TIME FILLERS EXERCISES 

 



 12 



 13 

PART 2 
 

BOAT HANDLING 
 

 
 

 

Boat handling is the corner stone of creating racing skills. It is the one aspect that 
can be done off the race course and often without the need of a coach. The aim is to 
make these skills automatic in training and racing so the sailor can focus on tactics 
and strategy. 
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Gear: Coach boat.   
 
Description: The original boat handling exercise.  The fleet lines up behind the coach 
boat responding to changes in speed and direction while staying as close as possible.  No 
overtaking, no cutting corners and you must react to the boat directly in front rather than 
those further up the line. 
 
Aims: The idea is to eliminate the elastic band effect through better boat handling and by 
responding quickly to changes. Improves acceleration, stopping and communication in the 
boat.  
 
Set up: Start with the fleet in a line behind the rib on a beam reach 2-3 boat lengths apart. 
On the whistle start the exercise.  
 
Variations: Mix the moves up as much as possible, adding reversing, stop-starts and 
different speeds.  
Try changing the rules to add an element of competition.  By allowed overtaking you can 
shift the focus onto speed, with boats eliminated if they have been passed.  Alternatively 
put the focus on control by saying as soon as the boat behind becomes overlapped, they 
are eliminated. 
 
Coaching Points:  

������ Try looking at roles within the boat and communication regarding the boat in front.  

As sailors improve move the emphasis towards changing settings for speed or control and 
the five-essentials.  
 
 

FOLLOW MY LEADER (2+Boats)   �����	


����
��
���	
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Gear: Coach boat and a Whistle!  
 
Description: Begin with the fleet in a line behind the coach boat. On the first whistle 
harden up onto a close-hauled course to start the exercise. From then on each whistle is 
the signal to tack. 
 
Aims:  

• To identify good tacking technique 

• Allows the coach to dictate when boats tack, increasing pressure by taking 
away preparation time 

• Ideal for filming as it allows the coach to film multiple tacks in a short amount 
of time. 

 
Set up: Start with the fleet in a line behind the rib on a beam reach behind the rib.  Aim to 
get boats 2 lengths apart, changing speed to bunch or spread out the fleet.  
  
Variations: Vary the timing between whistles to shift the emphasis from boat handling 
(frequent) to rhythm and technique (infrequent) 
 
Top Tips: Film the exercise from behind and slightly to windward.  This will give you an 
easier radius to follow as the focus boat is tacking. View at least 3 tacks before giving 
feedback to the sailor. 
 
Coaching Points: 

������	�	�����������	����	��	����	�����	��	���	������	����	��	��	��������� 		


�������������!��"	��	���	��#���	��	���	���"	���	���������	�����	�������	���	��	

��������	������	���	������$�� 		

TACKING ON THE WHISTLE (1+Boats)	�����	%	
����
��
��� 
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Gear: Coach boat and a Whistle!  
 
Description:  Like ‘Tacking on the Whistle’ with a bit more variety. On the first whistle 
harden up onto a close-hauled course to start the exercise. From then on whistle signals 
denote the following manoeuvres: 
 1 Whistle = Tack or Gybe 
 2 Whistles = Bear or harden up 
   (Straight set / Straight drop) 
 3 Whistles = Gybe Set / Gybe Drop or Start / Stop 
 
Aims :  

·  Keeps fleet together and enables the coach to combine different manoeuvres and 
make direct comparisons within the group.   

·  Ideal for use as a warm up, intense tacking / gybing practice or for fitness overload.  
 
Set up: Start with the fleet in a line behind the rib on a beam reach 2-3 boat lengths apart.  
 
Variations: Try changing the timing between whistles, fast to increase intensity or slow to 
focus on speed through manoeuvres.  Also try a forth whistle to denote a 360 penalty. 
 
Top Tips: Bearing away and heading up tends to compress the group with tacks and 
gybes extending the gaps. For a 360 it may be an idea to agree on going for the gybe first 
to avoid collisions.  
 
Coaching Points: 

����
��
���� 		 Set the boat trim and balance up before going for t he turn.  Time 
spent before the turn will improve the boats reacti on to the rudder and quality of the 
turn itself.  

WHISTLES (1+ Boats)     ����� %
����
��
���	  


