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On Water Rowing Course – User Guide 
 

Watch these videos under On Water Rowing Course at 
www.DecentRowing.com 

 
 
See these videos under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

 
1 -Introduction to On Water Rowing 

Course 
 

 

 
 

2 - How to Approach Learning to Row 
 

 

 
 
What are these skills? 
These documents and videos are designed 
to help anyone improve their skills on a 
rowing machine. It doesn’t matter if you 
have never sat on an erg or have been 
rowing for the last 50 years. If you want to 
improve your technique, avoid injury and 
increase your rhythm and speed off or on 
the water then these essential skills are 
the best place to start. 
 
Who can use this? 
Complete beginners to experienced 
rowers and coaches. In many ways 
starting fresh with no preconceived 

notions and bad habits will get you rowing 
fast and comfortably more quickly than 
someone who has to unlearn bad habits.  
 
Where to start? 
There are 13 key rowing skills in these 
lessons. Take them one at a time then 
practice, progress, revise, practice, 
progress, revise. Rowing is a beautiful, 
complex and extremely challenging 
activity. Take it one step at a time, and the 
rewards will present themselves.  
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How can these skill sessions be fitted into 
any time-poor rowing program? 
For beginner coaches, we recommend 
carving out some time each coaching 
session to familiarise yourself with the 
skills you want to teach by getting the 
athletes to go for a run or ride and using 
this time to review each lesson. As little as 
20-30 minutes is enough for the coaches 
to read the lesson, watch the video and 
understand what to focus on with the 
athletes when they return. Please print 
the document from each skill page and 
take it with you to remind you of the 
critical components.  
 
Going for a run will also help the athlete 
learn each skill as they will be more 
relaxed, allowing them to focus on the 
new ability.  
 
For athletes we suggest watching the 
relevant lesson video and understanding 
the detail before putting it into practice. 
 
Rowing rewards quality first and fitness 
second especially with novice crews. Any 
rower who has not mastered the basic 
movements and technique will struggle to 
gain fitness on the ergo or in the boat.  
 
How to increase the number of coaches in 
your school or club? 
Most schools and clubs don’t have 
sufficient coaches, particularly for 
coaching beginners.  Beginners who row 
without a coach quickly develop bad 
habits that are hard to correct.  We 
suggest one coach per group of 4 or 5 
athletes or ideally one coach per crew, but 
we understand that this is often difficult 
to achieve.   We have therefore designed 
this set of Rowing Key Skill lessons and its 
associated Ergo Key Skill lessons series 
specifically to help solve this problem. 
 

Most people without rowing coaching 
experience have no problem teaching 
essential skills if they can understand the 
basis of these skills. When coaching, it is 
best to tackle one skill at a time and focus 
on teaching only that in the session. 
therefore, we suggest that anyone can 
teach beginners and intermediate rowers 
by following the process outlined in this 
series.  
 
We suggest that the club or school 
arrange the athletes in crews each with 
one “coach” that has watched and 
understood the particular Key Skill video 
and has a copy of the associated pdf 
document.  This coach will then be able to 
teach the athletes that particular ergo or 
rowing skill.  Once this skill is mastered 
another skill can be looked at in later 
sessions. 
 
How to teach athletes? 
When teaching athletes how to row it is 
important to only focus on a small 
number of items per session.  We suggest 
staying focused on one skill area. It is also 
important that the athletes execute each 
lesson as well as they are able.  If an 
athlete is performing a movement or 
exercise incorrectly, please make sure 
that they are not left unsupervised and 
repeating the incorrect action.  Otherwise, 
they will be reinforcing a bad habit with 
potential long-term issues. 
 
Looking for more info? 
In addition to the main video on the 
website for each lesson, there are many 
more videos relating to on water rowing 
that can be used to supplement your 
knowledge. Please see 
www.decentrowing.com 
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On Water Rowing Course  
Lesson 1 - Before the Boat  

 
 
 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 1 - Before the Boat 
 

 

 
 
Before you start rowing on the water, it is 
essential to understand a few 
fundamentals to make the most of the 
water sessions.  Initially, we are teaching 
sculling technique.  
 
There is one major item that needs to be 
taught before on water rowing can be 
done competently, and that is feathering 
and a relaxed grip. 
 
Feathering is the action of the fingers to 
change the angle of the oar from vertical 
when in the water to horizontal to the 
water on the recovery. 

Above we have a video that demonstrates 
how to teach beginners about feathering. 
You can have the athletes practice at 
home with an empty oar grip or a round 
piece of wood.  
 
Feathering with the wrist rather than the 
fingers will create poor posture in the 
boat and in many cases leads to wrist 
injuries over time. 
 
Before getting into the boat we suggest 
having beginner athletes understand the 
critical safety aspects of the boat, in 
particular the importance of heel tie 
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downs. For more detail see the video on 
the website called ‘heel tie downs’.  
 
They should also be familiar with the parts 
of the boat so that they better understand 
conversations on the water. For detail of 
boat components see the video on the 
website called ‘Equipment and Clothing’. 
 
It is also critical that before rowing on the 
water the athletes are briefed on safety 
aspects of on water rowing together with 
the local rules concerning the shed, 
equipment and how to navigate safely on 
the water.  For the basics see the video on 
the website called ‘Safety on the Water’. 
 
Please also take care to ensure that 
everyone is aware of what to do in the 
event of a swamping or other on water 
issues. 
 
1 Relaxed Grip 
 
Learning how to feather is best done on 
land using a grip or the stub of an oar 
handle.  We recommend using an empty 
grip by itself as in the image below 
because it is soft and if held tightly it will 
collapse and cannot be feathered 
correctly. 
 

 
2 Choose the correct handle size 
 
It is important that the athletes use the 
correct handle size if at all possible.  It is 
difficult to feather correctly if the handle 
is too small or too large.  
 

Often clubs and schools will have handles 
that are suited to young adults rather 
than young beginners. 
 
Please obtain a size chart from your oar 
supplier and use it to determine the 
correct handle size to suit.  The image 
below is for Croker oars. 
 

 
 
Here we have an photo of the three most 
common oar handles for Croker blades, 
pink being the smallest and blue the 
largest common one.  There are two other 
sizes, grey and green which are larger 
than the blue grip. 
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3 How to grip the sculling handle 
 
First put the hand on the top of the 
handle with the fingers extended as in the 
photo below. 
 

 
 
Then simply wrap the fingers around the 
handle as per the image below. 
 

 
 
 
4. During the drive phase 
 
It is important that the grip is relaxed 
during the drive phase with the wrist flat 
as per the image below. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Feathering the oar 
 
To feather the oar the fingers roll out 
using them to rotate the handle as per the 
below image.  Hold the grip in the fingers. 
 
It is important that the wrist remains flat 
while the fingers uncurl rotating the 
handle. 
 

 
 
5 Finish position 
 

 
 
In the above image, Eddy demonstrates 
the correct finish position, note the flat 
wrist and the elbow being above the 
height of the handle. 
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Below are two images of an incorrect 
finish, one with the wrist cocked up and 
one with the wrist down. 
 

 
 
You can see in the image above, the body 
tends to slump when the wrist is used to 
feather the oar and this creates poor 
posture at the finish. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In summary, learning how to feather 
correctly will make a big difference to 
executing the rowing stroke efficiently.  If 
not taught when beginning to row it can 
be difficult to correct but worth the effort. 
 
Before getting the boat on the water 
make sure that you check the heel ties 
from a safety perspective. 
 
Also make sure that the athletes 
understand the rules of the waterway and 
understand what to do if they happen to 
swamp the boat.  
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On Water Rowing Course  
Lesson 2 - Boat Setup on Water  

 
 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 2 - Boat Setup on Water 
 

 

 
 
It is important that the boat is setup 
correctly for the athletes before they start 
to row otherwise it will be difficult for 
them to row correctly. 
 
While it is possible to get the boat setup 
on land before putting it on the water it is 
hard and time consuming to do if you 
have a large number of athletes.  We 
suggest that you have the school or club 
boats rigged so that they suit the slightly 
taller athletes and then use seat pads and 
rigger clips to make quick adjustments off 
the pontoon. 
 

The reason why we rig a little higher than 
the average is that is is easy to lift an 
athlete with seat pads but harder to 
adjust downwards. 
 
If you have some extra tall athletes then 
we suggest have a few of the boat 
positions rigged to suit them and 
generally locate them in those seats. 
 
Make sure that you have the riggers 
equipped with moveable rigger clips and 
carry a range of seat pads with you to 
make it easier to quickly adjust.  The 
optimal easy adjustment may need both 
gate height and seat height to be moved. 
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Seat Pads and Rigger Clips 
 
Seat pads are a piece of firm foam cut in a 
similar shape to the rowing seat.  They 
generally come in a few different 
thicknesses to allow levels of adjustment. 
If too expensive or difficult to source we 
suggest you purchase a large foam floor 
tile (say 8mm thick) and cut into the 
desired shape.  See below: 
 

 
 
Rigger clips are washers that sit on the pin 
underneath and above the gate.  They are 
easily removed without taking the gate off 
the pin and therefore allow the gate 
height to be adjusted easily and quickly. 
There are two general types - one twice as 
thick as the other. 
 

 
 
To adjust the gate height simply use a pair 
of pliers or your fingers and remove the 
clip and insert above or below the gate to 
adjust the height. 
 
This is easiest done on land but can be 
readily done when the crew is on the 
water as needed. 

 
 
After the Launch 
 
When the boat is on the water with the 
crew in position, have them stay close to 
the pontoon and get them to check the 
items detailed below: 
 

● The height of the oar handle at the 
finish 

● The height of the foot stretcher 
● The position of the foot stretcher 

 
1. Height of the oar handle at the finish 
 
The first item to check is that the oar 
handle height is suitable for the athlete. 
 
This is the most important parameter 
because if the height is too high the 
athlete will be unable to finish the stroke 
correctly and is likely wash out at the 
finish.  If it is too low then the athlete will 
be unable to extract the oar from the 
water.  It is possible to row poorly if the 
oar is too high but is is not possible to row 
at all well if the handle is too low. 
 
The simple way to check this height is to 
have the athletes sit at the finish with the 
blade of the oar square and buried. The 
top of the oar should be at or a little 
below water level.  
 
If the height of the handle is above or 
below heart-rate strap height then 
adjustment is desired as in the image 
below. 
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The simplest way to correct this issue is to 
have the athlete put a seat pad on the 
seat to lift them up. 
 

 
 
The easiest way to insert the seat pad is to 
have the athlete sit on the deck with the 
seat behind them, place the pad on top of 
the seat and then lift themselves onto the 
seat by pushing with one hand on the 
deck.  Then check the height again (see 
below) and repeat if needed. 
 

 
 
2. The height of the foot stretcher 
 
The height of the foot stretcher in relation 
to the seat height is important.  If the feet 
are too high then it will not be possible for 
the athlete to move easily into the correct 
catch position. Many inflexible athletes 

will experience this problem and in most 
cases stretching is the best solution.  
 
Have the athletes move to the catch 
position with their oar blades flat on the 
water for balance.  Confirm that their 
their bodies are fully rocked over  and 
their arms fully extended.  
 

 
 
Their shins should be close to vertical at 
this point.  If they are over vertical then 
the feet can be lifted up to improve the 
catch experience.  However this can be 
left for the next session and adjusted 
when the boat is back on land as it will not 
seriously impede the rowing action. 
 
However, if the shins are on more than a 
15 degree angle before vertical then, if 
possible, lower the feet to correct.  An 
easier alternative would be to lift the 
athlete with a seat pad.  Be careful to 
ensure that this does not make the handle 
height too low.  If it does then we suggest 
lifting the gate by moving rigger clips from 
above to below the gate. 
 
As you can see from the above, the 
correct outcome is a combination of the 
distance from feet to seat and the height 
from gate to seat.  These measurements 
will differ with each athlete and boat.  
 
Sometimes the heights of the seat, the 
gate and the feet will all need to be 
adjusted.  
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By using seat pads in various thicknesses 
and rigger clips most combinations can be 
adjusted to get the crew rowing 
comfortably in the shortest time. 
 
3.  The position of the foot stretcher 
 
The position of the foot stretcher 
determines how close the oar handles are 
to the body at the finish. 
 
Generally they are closer to the body in a 
quad than in a double than in a single. 
 
However, when teaching beginners we 
suggest allowing plenty of room at the 
finish.  This means that the oar handles 
should be able to be just pulled past the 
side of the torso with the athlete leaning 
back in the finish position. 
 
The adjustment to alter this position is to 
move the foot stretcher towards or away 
from the athlete. 
 
An easy check to start with is to have the 
athletes sit with their legs flat, their body 
vertical and arms straight as in the next 
image.  
 

 
 
In this position the oars should be 
perpendicular to the boat. 
 
Next ask the athletes to sit at the finish 
position leaning back correctly and the 
oar handles should be able to be just 
pulled past the side of the torso as per the 
below image. 
 

 
 
If the above position is not achievable 
then move the foot stretcher, towards the 
athlete to create more room and away 
from the athlete for less. 
 
If the athletes understand the 3 tests: 

● Handle height 
● Shin angle 
● Body clearance 

Then each time they get into a boat they 
can adjust as needed. 
 
Once the athletes are comfortable, or 
close to comfortable, then they will be in 
the best position to be able to row well. 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 3 - Oars on Water and Lazy Feather 

 
 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 3 - Oars on the Water and Lazy Feather  
 

 

 
 
In this lesson we teach the athletes how 
to row with their oars on the water so 
that balance is not an issue.  It is difficult 
to learn to row correctly if the boat is 
unstable.  Having a relaxed grip is vital to 
good rowing and an unstable boat makes 
most athletes tense. 
 
Make sure that the boat is set up to suit 
the athletes as well as possible given the 
resources available.  
 
Also make sure that the athletes 
understand the basic posture and 
sequence of the rowing stroke from the 
rowing wall chart.  

If possible undertake the Indoor Rowing 
Course lesson 1 - Posture before getting in 
the boat so that the basic movements are 
understood. 
 
Rowing with the oars on the water may 
sound simple but for many it takes 
practice as the boat moves with the 
water.  This exercise ensures that the 
athlete understands the movement of the 
blade at the catch and the finish in 
relation to the water. 
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This skill needs to be learnt before 
undertaking Lesson 4 - Posture and 
Pauses. However, lesson 4 and lesson 5 
may be done in the one session if time 
permits. 
 
1. Oars flat on the water. 
 
Ask the athletes to sit in the boat at the 
finish with their oars flat on the water 
with a relaxed grip.  Then have them rock 
over and move slowly down the slide 
towards the catch letting the blade run 
along the water. 
 
It is vital that the athletes are relaxed 
particularly with their grip during this 
recovery phase. 
 

 

 
 
We then suggest you have the athletes 
move from the catch to the finish leaving 
the oar blades on the water.  Have the 
bow person rock the boat a little during 
the recovery and make sure that all oars 
stay flat on the water.  It is necessary that 
the athletes have a relaxed grip to enable 
this to occur.  Repeat a few times before 
starting the crew rowing with lazy feather. 
 
 

2. Catch with Lazy Feather 
 
The first skill needed here is to have the 
blade square itself when the athlete 
pushes with their feet.  There is no need 
to lift the oar off the water and therefore 
no need to place the blade in the water. 
The blade will be flat on the water right 
through to the pushing of the feet at the 
catch. 
 
Have them sit at the catch with the oar 
blade flat on the water, then square the 
blade a little (¼ turn) with their fingers 
and relaxed grip and push with their legs. 
They will find that the blade will square 
itself in the water and they can push 
through to the finish. 
 

 
 
Repeat the first part of the stroke a few 
times so that the athletes get used to the 
relaxed grip and the way that with a little 
help from the fingers the blade will square 
itself. 
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3. Practice a very loose grip on oar 
 
Next have the crew row slowly with the 
boat balanced by the bow person. 
 
Once the boat is moving, after about 4 
strokes, have the rowing members loosen 
their grip and let the oar “float” to the 
finish to understand the level of the oar 
handle during the drive.  
 
See the image below for a demonstration. 
 

 
 
Repeat the lazy feather catch and the very 
loose grip drive for a few strokes before 
moving to the lazy feather finish. 
 
4. Finish with Lazy Feather 
 
At the finish all that the athlete needs to 
do is start the feather (¼ turn) with their 
fingers and push the blade away. 
 
Make sure that they do not attempt to 
push down on the handle.  The blade will 
feather and remain sitting on the water 
during the recovery simply by pushing the 
handle away from the body. 
 
A relaxed grip and relaxed upper body are 
vital. 
 

 
 
In the above image you can see the hands 
have the fingers extended emphasising 
the loose grip and essentially pushing the 
handle away with the thumb while 
exerting no downward pressure on the 
handle.  Allow the water pressure on the 
lower back of the blade to cause the 
feather.  
 
The oar blade should stay flat on the 
water. 
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5. Crew Rowing with Lazy Feather 
 
Start with the bow person steadying the 
boat with their oars on the water with the 
rest of the crew rowing with their blades 
on the water and executing the lazy 
feather catch and finish.  
 
Once this is done well then quickly move 
to all the crew rowing with their oars on 
the water in the same manner. 
 

 
 
We strongly suggest that the crew spend a 
considerable amount of time rowing with 
the lazy feather and catch and a very 
relaxed recovery so that they understand 
how the feathering and squaring action 
are done with the fingers only. 
 
Additionally they should become 
comfortable with the concept of a relaxed 
grip and recovery. 
 
Once this lesson is under control we 
suggest moving to understanding the 
correct posture and sequence of the 
rowing stroke while rowing with a lazy 
feather.  Lesson 4 - Posture and Pauses 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 4 - Posture and Pauses 

 
 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 4 - Posture and Pauses  
 

 

 
 
When teaching athletes how to row it is 
important to only focus on a small 
number of items per session.  
 
The first lessons should be done on a 
rowing machine as it is much easier to 
teach basic technique on an ergo when 
compared to a boat. 
 
On an ergo you do not have to deal with 
the issues of balance and oars, therefore a 
great place to start. 
 

This lesson is about posture, sequence 
reinforced by pauses.  If these 
fundamental aspects are well understood 
by the athlete then they will be able to 
more easily learn the more specific rowing 
techniques.  
 
Here we step through the sequence and 
once the athlete has the steps executed 
correctly and in the right order encourage 
them to merge them into one flowing 
movement. 
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Firstly make sure that the boat is setup 
correctly to suit the athletes as in lesson 2 
otherwise rowing correctly will be 
difficult. 
 
Please print this document and use it to 
compare the athlete body positions to 
what is desired. 
 
We suggest practicing posture and 
sequence in the boat with the oars flat on 
the water with all the crew doing the 
exercise together.  When you start rowing 
we suggest you have the bow person not 
rowing, with their oars flat on the water 
to balance the boat until the crew are 
proficient.  
 
You will find that the athletes need to 
have a relaxed grip otherwise they will not 
be able to row with the oars flat on the 
water due to the boat rocking.  Therefore 
they need to allow their hands to move up 
and down a little to match the boat 
movement. 
 
Once the crew are reasonably proficient in 
posture and sequence, have the crew all 
row together, initially with the oars flat on 
the water on the recovery, and then with 
only the bow person with their oars flat 
on the water with the other members of 
the crew with their oars off the water on 
the recovery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.  Finish Position 
Firstly ask the athlete to sit at the finish 
position with their pelvis vertical and 
elbows out, sitting tall. 
 

 
 
2.  Hands Away 
Ask the athlete to feather the oar ¼ turn 
with their fingers and then extend their 
arms while holding the body unchanged. 
The blade will feather itself. 
 

 
 
During this the recovery phase ask the 
athletes to hold their hands very relaxed 
as in the picture below.  This method 
reinforces a relaxed grip when learning to 
row.  Once they start rowing they should 
hang onto the oar as in the other photos. 
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3.  Body Over with Relaxed Knees 
Next have the athlete rock their pelvis 
over, essentially pushing the shoulders 
over as compared to pulling the pelvis 
over with the shoulders.  The pelvis 
should control this movement. 
 

 
 
4.  Move to Catch (no body movement) 
Ensure that the arms are fully extended 
and straight then move towards the stern 
of the boat until the shins are vertical 
without changing the body position.  
 
As we are currently rowing with the lazy 
feather we will only square the oar as the 
leg drive is commenced.  However the 
posture should be the same as in the 
image below but with the blade flat on 
the water. 
 
Once the athletes can row with the oars 
off the water, lesson 9, the blade will be 
as below.  The posture remains the same. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
5.  Initial Leg Drive 
Holding the same body and arm positions 
push with the legs until the seat has 
moved about halfway up the slide. 
 

 
 
6.  Body, Arms and Legs together 
Continue to drive with the legs, body, and 
arms trying to have all finish together. 
 

 
 
 
7.  Finish Position 
Back to where we started at 1 
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Once the above sequences are 
understood and executed as a sequence 
then have the athlete complete the 
sequence in a flowing movement. 
SLOWLY at first and when well controlled, 
a little faster.  
 
At this point we suggest you have the 
crew row as above but with a pause at the 
arms away position every third stroke to 
reinforce the concept of the hands leading 
the body from the finish. 
 

 
 
Once understood have them execute a 
pause for about 1 second at half slide on 
every third stroke.  At this position the 
body should be in the catch position with 
the only movement to come being a 
gradual movement of the seat into the 
catch.  The speed of the seat approaching 
the front chocks should be close to the 
speed of the boat to encourage a good 
rhythm.  
 

 
 
The body and arm positions should not 
change from this half slide point until the 
shins are vertical at the catch.  
 
 

Then have the athletes square the blade 
about ¼ of a turn with their fingers and 
push with their legs.  The blade will square 
up, then holding their body position 
unchanged and their arms straight push 
themselves back up the slide. 
 
Please keep the speed of movement at a 
level where the sequence and posture 
positions are correct.  Over time this 
speed can be increased but only if the 
posture and sequence are correct.  
 
Initially these exercises will be better 
understood and executed if the boat is 
balanced by another crew member. 
When competent have the entire crew 
undertake the above posture and pause 
drills. 
 
Finally, the more controlled each part of 
the stroke is, the better the learning 
experience.  Therefore, please make sure 
that the athletes have all of the muscles 
involved in rowing switched on (engaged) 
but still relaxed. 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 5 -  Basic Catch and the Finish  

 
 

 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 5 - Basic Catch and the Finish 
 

 
 
 
Once the athletes understand the overall 
posture and sequence of the rowing 
stroke it is time to focus on what is 
arguably the most important part of the 
rowing stroke. The Catch. 
 
To execute a good catch it is necessary to 
have the correct body posture and 
sequence from the finish.  Then have the 
athlete check their body and arm position 
at half slide and maintain these into the 
catch position. 
 
Next make sure that they understand 
which muscles need to be engaged just  

 
 
before the catch and that the upper body, 
shoulders and arms are relaxed. 
 
The first movement is to part feather the 
blade and then push with the legs.  Leave 
the blades on the water utilising the lazy 
feather technique from lesson 4. 
 
Once the catch is understood the athlete 
needs to understand the finish before 
moving to oars off the water rowing. 
 
Start with one crew member balancing 
the boat while the other athletes get used 
to the movements required and then 
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move to having the whole crew row 
together. 
 
1.  Approaching the Catch 
 
Make sure that at half slide, the athlete is 
in the correct rockover position with their 
arms fully extended and the upper body 
and arms relaxed as in the image below. 
 

 
 
Remember for balance and control we 
want the oars flat on the water for this 
exercise maintaining the lazy feather 
technique from lesson 4. 
 
Have the athlete maintain outward 
pressure on the oars and essentially push 
themselves into the catch position. 
 

 
 
Once in the catch position have them 
reverse the seat back to half slide by 
pushing with their legs without squaring 
the blade while still maintaining outward 
pressure on the handles. 
 
Make sure that they do not move their 
body, shoulders or arms during this 
movement, see below. 
 

 
 
Have them then move back into the catch 
again and repeat this movement until 
they are confident that they can move 
into and out of the catch without moving 
their upper body or arms. 
 
Again, have them control the movement 
into the catch by outward pressure on the 
oars and out from the catch by pressure 
on the footplate, control and a relaxed 
body being the most important aspects. 
 
One additional advantage of maintaining 
pressure on the footplate balanced by 
outward pressure on the oars is that the 
upper body is supported in this position 
which discourages slumping at the catch.  
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2. The importance of Glutes and Core 
 
When taking the catch it is very important 
that just before arriving at the catch the 
athletes engage their glutes and lower 
core muscles (in the pelvic and lower 
abdomen area).  
 
Explain to the athletes which muscles you 
are talking about by demonstrating as we 
do below. The important muscles to 
engage are the lower core. 
 

 
 
If the core muscles and glutes are not 
engaged at the catch then when power is 
applied with the blade in the water the 
seat will move faster than the handle, 
known by some as “shooting the slide”. 
 
Therefore the athletes need to 
understand that the lower core needs to 
be engaged at the catch while at the same 
time the upper body, shoulders and arms 
need to be relaxed.  On the website we 
have various methods to demonstrate 
this. 
 
Look for the seat and handle speed being 
the same for the first half of the slide.  If 
this is the case and the oar has a bend in it 
you can be confident that the core is 
engaged. 
 
Most athletes will improve with core 
exercises on land to strengthen this group 
of muscles. 
 
 
 

3. The Catch 
 
Once the above two points are 
understood then have the crew row with 
the oars flat on the water and practice the 
catch: 
 

1. Body and arms in the correct 
position at half slide 

2. Move into the catch position 
3. Engage glute and lower core 

muscles 
4. Square the blade ¼ of a turn with 

the fingers (not wrist). The blade 
will fully square when they push 

5. Push back to half slide with no arm 
or body movement then open the 
body up  

6. As the body opens commence 
drawing with the arms until the 
finish. 

 
Repeat the above at a slow rate until the 
crew are confident in the sequence.  It will 
be better at this stage if the oars are flat 
on the water for the full recovery time. 
 
Catch: 

 
Push to half slide: 

 
Then open the body to the finish: 
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Just before the finish: 

 
 
 
4. The Finish 
 
At the finish position the athletes should 
have their pelvis upright and not slumped, 
their elbows out and above the height of 
the handle. 
 
How far they lean back depends on the 
size of the athlete. However, this is not 
too important at this stage so long as it is 
near the image below. 
 

 
 
It is important that the athletes continue 
to row with their oars on the water during 
the recovery phase of the stroke. The 
feathering and squaring movements 

should be as described in the lazy feather 
lesson.  
 
All that is required to feather is for the 
fingers to turn the blade ¼ from square 
and then push the handle away with a 
relaxed grip for the water pressure to fully 
feather the blade. 
 
Now that the athletes understand the 
detail of the basic rowing stroke with their 
oars on the water they need to refine 
these skills with practice. The athletes 
should understand how to balance the 
boat before moving onto rowing with the 
oars off the water during the recovery. 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 6 - Control and Rhythm  

 
 

 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 6 - Control and Rhythm  
 

 

 
 
Teaching rhythm in the boat is vital as 
without rhythm the boat will not be able 
to run as well as it should. Therefore its 
speed will be reduced, and the athletes 
will have to work harder.  
 
Relaxation and control are the two most 
important aspects needed to achieve 
good rhythm and boat run.  If the athlete 
has a tight grip and is tense in the boat, 

particularly on the recovery, then the 
rhythm is hard to achieve.  Therefore 
ensure that the athletes have a loose grip 
and are relaxed on the recovery. 
 
The next item to teach is to have the 
athlete control their movement into the 
catch position.  It is essential to make sure 
that the seat moves with the speed of the 
boat on the last half of the slide.  
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In particular, let the boat run and avoid 
pushing on the footplate unless this force 
is equal to the force exerted against the 
gate with the oar handles.  Any other 
weight on the footplate before the oar is 
connected in the water will slow the boat 
and reduce the boat run. 
 
The easiest way to teach this is to have 
the athlete maintain small pressure on the 
oars outwards against the gate, offset by 
an equal pressure on the footplate.  This 
has the added benefit,  in part, of 
supporting the upper body and therefore 
reducing the possibility of "falling" into 
the catch where the upper body drops at 
the catch.  
 
1. In the below image the body is slumped 
at the catch. 
 

 
 
2. The below image shows the correct 
body position at the catch 
 

 
 
 
 

This control of the last part of the 
recovery is vital in achieving rhythm.  With 
the oars flat on the water, practice having 
the athletes push themselves into the 
catch with their oars and push themselves 
out of the catch with their legs and repeat 
until they understand this controlled 
movement. 
 
3. Pushing into catch with oar and 
footplate connection. 
 

 
 
4. Pushing out of the catch still connected 
to the gate through the oars. 
 

 
 
Once this sequence is understood, have 
the crew row with power on but at a slow 
rate, say 16spm. If they focus on a smooth 
flowing sequence of body movements 
they will gain the sensation of rhythm. 
Seek a powerful stroke commencing with 
leg drive and then a long recovery time 
with relaxation and control. 
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It is essential that the movements are 
smooth. It is easier to achieve a good 
flowing rhythm if the oar handle leaves 
the body at the same speed that it 
arrived, then the shoulders commence 
moving at the same speed followed by the 
seat moving at the same rate. Only once 
the seat nears half-slide should its speed 
reduce coming towards the catch.  
 
The seat speed should then match the 
speed of the boat to maximize boat run as 
the athletes control their momentum into 
the front as described above. 
 
Continue to have the crew row normally 
but with oars on the water during 
recovery and utilizing the lazy feather 
technique. Make sure that they are 
focussing on a powerful, smooth drive and 
a relaxed and controlled recovery trying 
to maximize boat run.    If the crew are 
capable of balancing the boat, then they 
can practice this skill with their oars off 
the water.  
 
If they are not experienced athletes we 
suggest not attempting to row with the 
oars off the water at this stage as an 
unbalanced platform will quickly destroy 
rhythm because the athletes will not be 
relaxed. 
 
Rowing with the oars off the water is 
detailed in Lesson 9 and best left until 
then if possible. 
 
In the video for this lesson we discuss how 
to teach rowing with rhythm and control. 
It is very important to keep the rating low 
at this stage as rhythm and good 
technique are much easier to achieve at a 
low rate. 
 

Once the athletes have the concept of 
rhythm understood and more importantly 
can feel the movement of the boat with 
rhythm then the rate can be increased 
slowly. 
 
We suggest that the rate should only be 
increased by 2 strokes per minute each 
time and only when good rhythm and a 
relaxed recovery is in place. 
 
If the rate is increased to a point where 
the rhythm and relaxation disappear then 
bad habits and slower boat speed will 
result. Therefore if this is the case reduce 
the rate to the comfortable level and later 
try to raise it again. 
 
Even once the crew are able to row well 
you will find that to row at a high rate will 
only be achieved by small increases as 
competency increases.  
 
In most cases the boat will be faster at a 
low rate with rhythm when compared to a 
high rate without rhythm. 
 
Again, continue to row with the lazy 
feather technique at this stage. 
 
This is a good opportunity to revisit some 
of the earlier lessons, in particular lessons 
3,4 and 5 for revision. 
 
If the athletes can combine the elements 
from those lessons with control and 
rhythm then athletes will have a good 
experience. 
 
We now move to commencing to row 
with the oars off the water, firstly with  a 
series of balance drills for confidence and 
then with roll-ups to learn the movement. 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 7 - Balance Drills for Confidence  

 
 

 
Watch this video at under Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 7 - Balance Drills for Confidence 
 

 

 
 
This lesson is designed to be undertaken 
in a single scull in calm water. 
 
It is essential that athletes feel confident 
in the boat otherwise it is difficult to relax 
while rowing and relaxation is a vital skill.  
 
Additionally, feeling confident in the boat 
is very important particularly at the catch. 
If athletes are afraid of falling out of the 
boat, then that interferes with their ability 
to execute a good catch. 
 
To assist athletes in feeling confident in 
the boat, we suggest following the video 

above where we demonstrate a series of 
drills in a single that will significantly 
improve athlete balance and confidence.  
 
We recommend that all athletes should 
be able to undertake these drills once 
they understand the basics of the rowing 
stroke and are familiar with the 
movements of the boat. 
 
Attached to the website page on this 
lesson, in addition to the demonstration 
video, we have a series of downloadable 
documents describing the exercises that 
all scullers should be able to do in a single. 
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We suggest that you print them out and 
having all of your athletes complete the 
drills. 
 
Also on the page is a spreadsheet that can 
be used to record the athlete 
performance in undertaking these drills. 
 
The drill is composed of a number of 
different skills that are designed to teach 
the athlete confidence in the boat. 
 
The drills are all done with the boat 
stationary and once learnt the video 
moves on to doing them at speed. 
 
If you record each athletes performance 
in the drills you will be able to create a 
level of competition between athletes for 
greater improvement. 
 
Here is an image of each drill, but look on 
the website page for more detail. 
 
1. Gate Reach 
 

 
 
2. Body Slaps 
 

 
 
 

 
3. Circles 
 

 
 
4. Raise Hands 
 

 
 
 
5. Pin Underwater 
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6. Standing 
 

 
 
7. Standing - Rigger in 
 

 
 
8. Oars off Water 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 8 - Roll-ups 

 
 

 
Watch this video under On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 8 - Roll-ups 
 

 

 
 
Once the athletes understand the posture 
and sequence of the rowing stroke and 
are able to feather correctly with their 
fingers, then this essential skill of 
undertaking a roll-up is needed to 
understand how to correctly row with the 
oar off the water during the recovery 
phase.  
 
A roll-up is where the athlete starts the 
drill with their oars square in the water 
sitting at the finish position.  Then they 
tap out the oar, feather it with their 
fingers so that the blade is parallel to the 

water and move with correct posture and 
sequence into the catch.  
 
The blade should be squared with the 
fingers as the handle passes over the foot 
stretcher and then when the athlete 
arrives at the catch they lift the handle 
with their arms straight without moving 
the shoulders and place the oar in the 
water. 
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Then we suggest repeat until the action is 
smooth and well executed.  Initially have 
one crew member balance the boat with 
their oars flat on the water.  When all of 
the crew are competent have them try to 
do the drill with the full crew at the one 
time.  If this is not possible due to balance 
issues do not be concerned as balance will 
come with lesson 9. 
 
The purpose of the roll-up drill is to 
reinforce correct posture and sequence 
and has the added advantage of clearly 
demonstrating that the oar needs to be 
placed in the water and connected before 
the drive is commenced. 
 
This drill is challenging to do in a single 
unless the athlete is well skilled in 
balance. Therefore we suggest 
undertaking the exercise in a double or a 
quad and have one of the crew balance 
the boat with their oars flat on the water. 
 
In the video above we discuss and 
demonstrate the roll-up drill.  Below we 
have images of each of the stages of the 
drill. 
 
1. Finish 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Tap Out 
 

 
 
3. Feather with the fingers and arms away 
 

 
 
4. Rockover from the pelvis 
 

 
 
5. Square blade and move to the catch. 
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6. Place the blade 
 

 
 
7. Reverse feather back to the finish 
position 
 

 
 
 
The items to watch for are that the 
athletes: 

● Tap out cleanly and feather with 
their fingers 

● Follow the correct posture and 
sequence 

● Handle height should be even 
through the recovery with the oar 
off the water 

● Square the blade with their fingers 
as the handle passes over the 
athletes’ feet 

● Place the blade in the water as a 
vertical movement of the arms 
only, no shoulders  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Once the athletes have the above 
technique under control further benefits 
in understanding the movement can be 
achieved with a square blade two finger 
roll-up as in the images below.  
This is further explained in the video. 
 
1. Tap-out 
 

 
 
2. Recovery 
 

 
 
2. Place the blade 
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On Water Rowing Course -  
Lesson 9 - Blades off the Water 

 
 

 
Watch this video at On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

  

Lesson 9 - Blades off the Water  
 

 

 
 
Once the athletes can row well with the 
oars on the water using the lazy feather 
method, the next step is to practice 
rowing with the oars off the water.  
 
In either a double or a quad have the bow 
person sit out the drill and balance the 
boat with their oars flat on the water.  
 
The rest of the crew should then start 
with a practice roll-up to reinforce 
posture, sequence and blade placement 
with the oars off the water.  
 

Pay careful attention to the correct 
feathering and squaring of the oar to 
ensure that it is done with the fingers 
only. 
 
Commence rowing with all athletes other 
than the bow person rowing normally 
with their oars off the water and have the 
bow person continue to row with their 
oars on the water using the lazy feather 
technique to balance the boat.  
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Once the crew is performing the above 
drill well, have the bow person row 
occasionally with their oar off the water 
on the recovery.  When the boat becomes 
unstable they should return to the lazy 
feather method with the blades on the 
water during the recovery. Repeat 
periodically. 
 

 
 

 
 
We suggest that the bow person make 
their own decision as to when to row with 
the oars off the water depending on their 
feeling of the boat.  Also, they should not 
let the crew know when they are going to 
row with their oars off the water as this 
often causes nervousness with the other 
crew members unsettling the balance.  
 
Make sure that the athletes keep their 
bodies stable in the centre of the boat and 
do not wobble their knees during the 
recovery. 
 
It is important that the athletes keep their 
muscles engaged but relaxed during the 
recovery phase as if “loose”. The balance 
will generally be compromised by 
unnecessary body movements. This 
relaxed control will enhance the balance.  

Pay particular attention to making sure 
that the athletes keep their bodies in the 
centre of the boat.   The easiest way to 
ensure this is to ask the stroke of the boat 
to make sure that they are aligned with 
the centreline of the stern and ask the 
other crew members to ensure that equal 
parts of the riggers are seen on each side 
of the person in front of them. 
 
When the boat is unbalanced, have the 
athletes only use their oar handle heights 
or their feet to try to level the boat.  If 
they use their bodies to balance the boat, 
technique will suffer.  It is better to wait 
until the next stroke to correct the 
balance when the oars are in the water 
and try again to balance on the recovery. 
If this drill is done as above, then you will 
find that the crew will be able to row well 
with their oars off the water during the 
recovery reasonably quickly. 
 
If the athletes tap their oars out at the 
same time on each side then the boat 
should be balanced at the finish.  If this is 
not the case have the crew pay attention 
to an even tap out. 
 
When the boat is moving it will remain 
balanced on the recovery unless and until 
someone makes a movement to change 
the balance.  Therefore, ensure that there 
are no unneeded and uncontrolled 
movements on the recovery. 
 
The boat is likely to be better balanced if 
the crew is pushing hard when the blade 
is in the water.  Make sure that this power 
is coming initially from the leg drive not 
the shoulders or arms. 
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The particular items to look for are  
 

● Tap out cleanly and feather with 
their fingers 

● Follow the correct posture and 
sequence with control 

● Handle height should be even 
through the recovery with the oars 
off the water 

● Square the blade with their fingers 
as the handle passes over the 
athlete's feet 

● Place the blade in the water as a 
vertical movement of the arms 
only, no shoulders 

● Make sure that the knees do not 
wobble as the athlete moves down 
the slide 

● Control the seat movement into 
the catch by exerting outward 
pressure on the blades. 

● Look from behind the boat to 
make sure that all of the crew 
have their bodies in the center of 
the boat.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Make sure that no athlete, other than 
bow, has their oar blades on the water 
during the recovery phase otherwise it 
will take longer for the crew to learn to 
row with the oars off the water. 
 
In order to achieve the best results, keep 
the rating at a comfortable but low level. 
We suggest about 16 to 18 strokes per 
minute.  Until the crew can row 
continuously at this rating with their oars 
off the water do not be tempted to 
increase the rating as technique will 
suffer. 
 
To increase the boat speed, keep the 
rating the same but increase the power 
applied while maintaining the correct 
technique. 
 
This lesson is likely to take many sessions 
to master as it is the culmination of 
lessons 3 to 8. We suggest that you don’t 
move to the next lesson until the crew are 
capable of rowing with good technique 
and oars off the water. 
 
In the next lesson we will move to 
improve the catch further and then to 
increase the rating effectively with 
rhythm. 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 10 - Catch Connection  

 
 

 
Watch this video at On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

 
 

Lesson 10 - Catch Connection  
 

 

 
 
One of the most important parts of the 
rowing stroke is the catch.  A good catch 
has the following key characteristics: 

● The athlete has their glutes and 
lower core muscles engaged 

● The upper body is relaxed and in 
the correct position. 

● The blade is placed in the water by 
lifting the arms, not the shoulders. 

● The blade should be placed quickly 
and the top of the blade should be 
about 1-2 cm under the water  

● The leg drive does not commence 
until the blade is connected. 

● The body and arms are not used 
until the leg drive is underway. 

It is critical that the boat is not checked at 
the catch by the athlete putting pressure 
on the footplate that is not balanced. Use 

● Equal pressure on the gate by 
pushing the oars into the gate. 

● The blade of the oar being 
connected to the water. 
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In this lesson we discuss how to improve 
the catch for better performance and a 
faster boat. 
 
It is very important that the athletes are 
able to row with the oars off the water 
and with the correct posture and 
sequence in order to be able to improve 
their catch connection. 
 
1. Practice the catch movement 
 
The crew should initially practice moving 
into the catch position with the oars flat 
on the water then moving back to half 
slide again still with the oars flat on the 
water.  In this drill they should 
concentrate on activating their glutes and 
lower core muscles just before  the catch 
and then maintaining a relaxed grip and 
shoulders as they move back to half slide.  
 
Repeat this exercise a few times to 
reinforce the correct movement before 
moving to putting the blade in the water. 
 
1. Push into the catch 
 

 
 
2. Push away from the catch 
 

 

2. Pushback Drill 
 
Once the previous catch drill has been 
completed have the entire crew do the 
pushback drill. This drill is designed to 
reinforce the weight on the handle of a 
well executed catch. 
 
This drill involves having the crew sit at 
the finish with the blades square and 
buried.  Then have the crew slowly move 
through the recovery sequence into the 
catch position with the oar square in the 
water.  This will push the boat backwards. 
As they approach the catch position have 
them turn their glutes and lower core 
muscles on and then push with their legs. 
Their arms should be straight and their 
shoulders should not lift while the legs 
push the first half of the slide. 
 
This “catch” will feel heavy and well 
connected emphasising the feeling that 
we want the athletes to seek at the catch 
when rowing. 
 
1. Push arms away, blade square 
 

 
 
2. Push towards the catch 
 

 

36 



3. Push into the catch 
 

 
 
4. Glutes and core on 
 

 
 
5. Push away from the catch - feel the 
connection 
 

 
 
6. Continue the stroke until the finish 
 

 
 
 

3. Blade placement before push 
 
Next have the bow person sit and balance 
the boat with their oars flat on the water 
while the rest of the crew practices 
moving into the catch, placing the blade 
and then pushing with their legs for about 
15 cm and, very important, make sure 
that they place the blade in the water 
before they push with their legs.  This will 
seem hard for them to do initially as 
timing this part of the catch is particularly 
difficult.  
 
One way to make this easier is to have the 
athlete put outward pressure on the 
blades and essentially push themselves 
into the catch with an equal amount of 
pressure on the footplate.  Then, at the 
catch, all they need to do is lift their arms 
and then increase the pressure on the 
footplate to commence the drive. 
 
It is important to have the athletes raise 
their arms, not lift their shoulder, to put 
the blade in the water before they push.  
 
We suggest that the person balancing the 
boat is rotated through the boat and once 
all the athletes can get connected to the 
water before the drive commences then 
have the entire crew row with this 
technique. 
  
It is critical that the athletes concentrate 
on the sequence of placing the blade and 
connecting with the water before driving 
with the legs.  If they delay their leg drive 
too much then they will feel the handle 
pushed by the water against them and all 
they need to do is place the blade the 
same time and bring the commencement 
of the leg drive a small amount earlier for 
a perfectly timed catch. 
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Finally, if the athlete manages to get a 
perfect connection then the catch will feel 
heavy, this is how it should feel as the 
boat is at its slowest at the catch. 
 
Be aware that it is necessary for the seat 
to move a little while the blade is being 
covered by water and therefore having 
the athlete’s shins slightly over vertical as 
the bottom of the blade enters the water 
is ok. 
 
In order to execute this technique 
correctly it is necessary to make sure that 
the blade enters the water quickly to 
minimise the seat movement.  The blade 
will enter the water quickly if simply let 
go. However, most beginner athletes slow 
the entry with their hands.  So, ask the 
athletes to attempt to place the blade 
quickly but with a smooth action.  They 
should try to have the top of the blade 1-2 
cm below the water at the catch for a 
solid connection. 
 
Once the above drills have been 
undertaken have the crew row with the 
best catch connection they can manage. 
 
We suggest you have someone film the 
crew rowing with the above technique 
and then, when back on land, slow the 
film down and show the athletes.  In most 
cases it will be clear that while they 
thought that they were doing it correctly 
the seat was moving well before the oar 
blade was connected in the water. On the 
website they can view a well executed 
catch. 
 
In the next session repeat the above and 
film the outcome again.  Once the 
athletes understand what is desired they 
will be much more likely to do it correctly. 
 
A faster, better feeling boat will be the 
direct result. 
 

4. Summary 
 
In the images below we show how we 
would like the blade to enter the water 
and become connected before the leg 
drive commences: 
 
1. Ready for the Catch 

 
 
2. Quickly place the blade 

 
 
3. Push with Connection 

 
 
4. Drive and Open 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 11 - Rhythm in the Boat  

 
 

Watch this video at On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 
 
 

Lesson 11 - Rhythm in the Boat  
 

 

 
 
Rhythm in the boat is vital to permit the 
boat to run well and permit the athletes 
to relax on the recovery part of the stroke.  
 
The easiest way to demonstrate rhythm in 
the boat is to have the crew row with 
power and to emphasise slow movement 
down the slide on the recovery.  It is 
easier to achieve rhythm if the athletes 
have the oar handle move away from the 
body at the same speed as it comes into 
the body and then the shoulders and seat 
move at the same pace.  Once the 
recovery is underway, at about half slide, 
have the athletes slow into the catch 
allowing the boat to run as far as it can 

before the next catch.  This clear seat 
speed difference between when the 
power is on and the recovery phase will 
provide good rhythm in the boat.  
 
The seat speed in the ½ to ¾ of the slide 
into the catch should match the speed of 
the boat through the water. 
 
The sensation to the athlete should be 
one of letting the boat move underneath 
them as they approach the catch. 
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Rhythm can be practiced on the ergo 
before the boat for an earlier 
understanding, see Indoor Rowing course 
Lesson  5 - Rhythm. 
 
The importance of rating 
 
It is important that the crew commence 
rhythm training at a low rating and only 
increase the rating once they have 
mastered the technique.  
 
Once the athletes understand how to row 
with rhythm, the sensation while rowing 
will be that the rating seems slower than 
it is in reality.  Conversely if the rating 
seems high to the crew then it is probable 
that the crew is lacking rhythm. 
 
Therefore, only increase the rating when 
the crew are capable at a lower rating and 
we suggest only increase the rating 
slowly.  
 
For example, get technique and rhythm 
correct at 20 spm and then move to 22 
spm then 24 spm etc. 
 
If the crew rows at a rate that is too high 
for them to achieve good rhythm, then 
they will reduce the amount that the boat 
runs during the recovery phase.  This 
means that more effort is required to 
maintain boat speed and poor habits will 
be reinforced. 
 
 
Care at the catch 
 
Rhythm will be reduced if the athletes 
miss-time the placement of the blade in 
the water in relation to commencing the 
leg drive. 
 
It is very important that the skills outlined 
in Lesson 10 - Catch Connection are well 
understood and executed.  If the athletes 
place pressure on the footplate that is not 

counteracted by either pressure against 
the gate or pressure on the water by the 
oar blade then the boat will be checked at 
the catch. 
 
This slowing of the boat at the catch will 
reduce rhythm and mean that the crew 
then need to use more power to 
compensate. 
 
If the crew can execute a well timed catch 
then the boat will continue to run well 
and if the seat speed down the slide 
matches the boat speed a good rhythm 
will be achieved. 
 
It is much easier to time the catch at a low 
rate than at a faster rate.  Therefore 
practice at a rate where this is achieved 
and only then move the rate up 2 strokes 
per minute to try to achieve this rhythm 
at the next level. 
 
Race pace will be achieved if this process 
is continued over many sessions. 
However, if the athletes change the rating 
by too much too soon rhythm will be lost.  
 
We strongly suggest that crews should 
resist the temptation to lift the rating to a 
level that destroys rhythm.  
 
Therefore, trial race work at a high rating 
should not be done until competent at the 
desired rating. 
 
Many crews will move the boat faster at a 
comfortable lower rating than they will at 
a poorly executed high rate. 
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On Water Rowing Course 
Lesson 12 - During the Race  

 
 

 
Watch this video at On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

 
 

Lesson 12 - During the Race  
 

 

 
 
There are a particular set of skills needed 
to row a race race effectively and with 
minimised distraction.  
 
However, it is important that the crew are 
able to row well with rhythm before 
attempting to race otherwise they will 
need to expend much more effort than is 
required to complete the race.  
 
Once the first few strokes are over and 
the boat has achieved its speed it is very 
important that the crew row at a rating 
that enables them to row well.  

 
With beginners this race rate is likely to be 
quite low and the way to row fast is to 
row at the highest rate that you can while 
maintaining good technique and rhythm 
allowing the boat to run well between 
strokes. 
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Often in racing you will see some crews 
with a lower rating winning over a crew 
with a higher rating.  Frequently the crew 
that is rating higher but is behind will be 
faster if they reduced the rating to a level 
that enabled them to row skilfully with 
relaxation and rhythm. 
 
The race will commence with a racing 
start, please see the next lesson.  Then the 
crew will move through a transition phase 
over about 20 strokes settle down into 
their race pace. 
 
This transition phase is important as this 
enables the crew to settle into a relaxed 
rhythm early in the race.  If they try to 
row without relaxation then the boat will 
be hard to row, require more energy and 
eventually be slower. 
 
The crew need to work out how they 
intend to row the race, for example what 
rate they intend to row at at the various 
stages of the race.  They should also work 
out how they intend to maintain their 
motivation and how to race in the 
circumstance that they are in front or they 
are behind. 
 
During the race it is important that the 
crew have a number of skill points to 
focus on as this enables them to improve 
their performance. We suggest have them 
focus on one skill at a time, for example 
catch connection, then finish, then 
relaxation and rhythm etc.  
 
This both makes the race more effective 
and prevents distraction by the other 
crews - resulting in better performance. 
 
An effective way to make this easy to 
follow is by the use of “rigger cards”. 
These are plastic cards on which you write 
down what elements the athlete should 
focus on during the race.  Affix them to 
the rigger or the boat in front of the 

athlete so that they can be reminded of 
what they should focus on at certain parts 
of the race. 
 
Most crews will find that they will have 
enough energy for 2 or 3 periods during 
the race where they row at a harder rate 
for about 10 to 15 strokes.  This should be 
used at strategic circumstances during the 
race when needed to either resist a 
challenge from a following crew or to 
overtake a crew that are just in front. 
 
It is also important that if a crew that are 
intent on winning or being in front of a 
particular competitor that they make sure 
that the other crew does not get too far in 
front.  
 
From a psychological perspective if a crew 
is in front by a small margin and their boat 
can be seen from the corner of the eye 
then they are still able to be overhauled. 
However, if the crew is out of sight it is 
often difficult for an inexperienced crew 
to summon the energy and technique 
needed to overtake the crew in front. 
 
Therefore it is important to refine 
technique during the race to maximise 
boat speed for effort.  If the rhythm or 
technique are not as good as expected the 
best method often is to reduce the rating 
by a couple of strokes per minute, correct 
the technique and then take the rating 
back up again. 
 
Often the above technique will 
dramatically improve boat speed when 
compared to continuing to row with sub 
optimal technique. 
 
In the video below we discuss how to 
prepare for and undertake the race 
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On Water Rowing Course  
Lesson 13 - Racing Starts  

 
 

 
Watch this video at On Water Rowing Course at www.DecentRowing.com 

 
 

Lesson 13 - Racing Starts  
 

 

 
 
The start of the race is very important as 
this is when the boat moves from 
stationary to race pace in the shortest 
possible time. 
 
It is important that the crew arrives on the 
start line with plenty of time available so 
that they are ready and as relaxed as 
possible before the start. 
 
The athletes should be able to maneuver 
the boat on the start line while sitting at 
half slide with their oars in the water. This 

is necessary to be able to align the boat as 
requested by the starters. 
 
We suggest that the athletes should 
practice aligning the boat before race day 
to make the start experience more 
enjoyable. 
 
It is also useful to run through the start 
procedure for the regatta and make sure 
that crew understand the  procedure of 
the start and the role of the umpires. 
Before the race the crew need to ensure 
that they understand the course rules.  
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Mechanics of the Start 
 
There are a number of different start 
methodologies used, all contain a 
combination of short strokes in order to 
get the boat moving as quickly as possible. 
 
It is important to practice the race start 
initially at a low rating of about 20spm 
and only when well understood practice 
at a higher rating.  The hardest parts to 
learn are the ½ and ¾ positions and the 
need to have the blade deep on the 2nd 
to 7th stroke. 
 
The most effective starts would usually be 
at a rate in excess of 40spm.  Therefore a 
lot of practice is needed to be able to start 
the race well.  As usual it is better to not 
exceed the rate to a point where the 
technique suffers.  
 
The race start that we use most often is a 
¾ stroke then a ½  length stroke then a ¾ 
length stroke, then a full length stroke.  By 
this time the boat is moving at close to 
race pace.  
 
Next the crew need to execute about 8 to 
10 powerful full length strokes before 
gradually changing their rhythm to that of 
normal race pace.  Race pace is ideally the 
fastest sustainable rate where rhythm and 
technique are as good as they can be.  
 
It is important that the oars for the first ¾ 
stroke are just sitting in the water and not 
held under the water as balance will be a 
problem if they are held under.  However, 
for the next 5 strokes make sure that the 
blade is well buried in the water for better 
connection.  This will make the start much 
more effective when compared to having 
the blades near the surface. 
 
 
 

After about 6 strokes, when the boat is 
moving at race pace, the blade can 
resume being buried at the normal depth 
for the duration of the race. 
 
Deep Blade for strokes 2 to 6 as per below 

 
 
Here we illustrate the various body 
positions for a successful start. 
 

1. 1st stroke, ¾ slide position  
 

 
 

2. 2nd  stroke, start at ½ slide 
position  
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3. 3rd stroke, start at ¾  slide position  
 

 
 

4. 4th stroke, start at full slide 
position  

 
 
Then continue full stroke rowing. 
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