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When I look at top athletes across the sporting spectrum—be it rugby, tennis, golf, or snowboarding—they all have something in common that I’ve seldom seen in mountain biking: they all have a
coach. And by a coach, I mean a skills coach, not a strength and conditioning or mental strategy
coach. Simply put, a person who helps you get better at the technical stuff—your skillset.
If you take the same sports at an amateur level, the coach scenario multiplies and becomes critical
to improving. Think of skiers or golfers who take regular lessons to improve, in turn increasing their
enjoyment factor. Most sports involve complex full-body movements and co-ordination; having someone to assist you in the process seems very natural. But how many of us have ever had a lesson or
some formal coaching in mountain biking?
This reluctance to seek guidance seems to be a common trait among mountain bikers. Perhaps it’s
the fact that riding a bike is an intrinsic skill we learn as kids, so we assume we’re naturally good at it.
I’ve certainly been guilty of this and it’s an easy trap to fall into. You ride the same trails all the time,
know them like the back of your hand, and have an emboldened air of self-esteem about your riding
ability. Now that I get to travel more and ride in more new areas, I’ve discovered that once I’m taken
out of my comfort zone onto unfamiliar trails, the first thing that gets shown up is my bike handling
skills. I have to adapt to the track in front of me, and not rely purely on familiarity. Suddenly the confidence drops, I tense up, and I feel decidedly mediocre. Maybe some coaching would be a good idea.
While I was pondering where one finds a good coach in New Zealand, I received an email from
Paul Howard, of the Professional Mountain Bike Instructor’s Association (PMBIA), notifying me
of an upcoming instructor’s course he was running nearby. I swallowed my pride and asked
about getting a lesson.

56

SPOKEMAGAZINE.COM

SPEAKER COACHING

The idea was still weighing on my ego, but after chatting to Paul, he
invited me along to shadow one of his courses. I could listen to what
was being taught and act as a test subject for the students to coach; it
seemed like a good compromise.
I arrived at Cardrona for the final day of a level two course and was welcomed into the morning debrief, where Paul was taking the guys through
the previous afternoon’s session, replaying video clips and giving feedback on body position and technique off a reasonably sized drop. I was
impressed at the level of technical detail and analysis, and I got that first
day at school buzz along with a pang of worry about how my riding would
hold up to this scrutiny. By the end of it I was feeling even more out of my
depth, as everyone on the course was already a level one instructor and
their knowledge base was a big step up from my own.
However, on the hill the trainees took it in turn to take the rest of us
through a mock coaching session, so I relaxed into being a student.
Cornering was first up and I listened intently as my instructor walked
us through some off-bike drills and visualisations before doing a demo
and getting us to follow him down a section of trail. The feedback was
simple and direct: my body position needed to improve. Body position? I’m
standing on the pedals holding the bars; that’s how it works, right? But
Paul had taken a few sneaky videos of us riding, and when he showed me
a quick clip of some kook riding a bike very like mine, the body position
thing clicked. I’d never seen myself riding, and the horror of how it looked
compared to how I knew it should look was enough to sharpen my focus
for the next session of coaching.
We progressed through more corning drills and onto drops, and again,
everything was delivered through visualisations, simple tips, and more
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eye-opening videos. I felt a lot of things improve straight away and I finished up feeling more confident on my bike but with a host of work-ons.
Over coffee afterwards, Paul and I discussed the whole ethos of mountain
bike coaching and why there is such reluctance to utilise it. He hinted that
while it’s pretty endemic globally, it was perhaps more prevalent amongst
Kiwis, as the local bike schools at his home in Whistler were always busy
with quality instructors in demand. I suggested that Whistler is a destination town with a lot of bike tourists, with a widely variable level of riding,
and perhaps Kiwi riders on the whole have a higher skillset than the rest
of the world. He agreed in principle but threw it back at me by using my
own case as an example––a reasonably good rider who hadn’t seen the
need for a lesson until he tried it. Touché.
We went on to chat about why women’s courses were so popular and how
guys were comparatively unwilling to seek advice. Macho egos and delusions of grandeur create a real issue around taking a lesson or even seeing the need for one. Paul explained that if guys were to think of it more as
advanced coaching than a lesson, it helps break the stigma around it. One
of the best ways to approach it is to get your usual riding buddies together
and hire an instructor for a group session.
I was back at Cardrona a week or so later with some friends and surprised
myself at the improvements I felt in my riding after only a couple of hours
hanging on an instructor’s course. Now I’d seen the possibilities, I had an
incentive to keep improving.
So perhaps it’s time for a bit of self-reflection. Are you really nailing those
difficult trails and features the way you want? If not, then it’s time to put
your ego aside and invest in upgrading your skillset for a change rather
than your bike.
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