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What is the underlying coaching philosophy for the Bill Koch Ski League? 
Or what should it be?  I’m going to take a stab at that.  Not in an official 
“I’m from NENSA and this is what you should do” capacity, but from my 
own personal perspective.  I think that, before we can start talking about the 
nuts and bolts of how to be an effective coach to elementary school age 
skiers, we have to understand what our own underlying philosophy is.  What 
are our goals as coaches?  What does the end result look like?  I think that 
everybody who sets out to be a BKL coach is going to have a slightly 
different answer to this question, but I will lay out my own answer, to the 
best of my abilities, and you all are welcome to use that information to build 
off of if you are so inclined.  
 
Please notice that I am talking about your goals as a coach.  I am not talking 
about the kid’s goals.  That is an important conversation, but it is a different 
conversation and it is a secondary conversation.  At the BKL age the kid’s 
goals should be influenced by your own philosophy.  One last comment 
before we get into it – anytime you hear the work coach in this presentation, 
you could substitute the word parent.  Many of us occupy both of these roles 
in our ski community, and both roles need an underlying philosophy.  
 
I would say that my underlying coaching philosophy is best summed up by 
the great Ben & Jerry’s bumper sticker – “If It’s Not Fun, Why Do It?”  This 
is the base of my pyramid.  The next layer is something that I am going to 
refer to as Movement.  I believe very strongly that we, as a species, were 
designed to move and we are doing much less of it than we should these 
days.  I’d like to do my small part to change that.  The next step up is 
Athleticism.  I want to encourage athleticism when and where I can and 
when and where it is appropriate.  Next up – Skiing.  I am passionate about 
the sport of cross-country skiing.  I want kids to learn how to do it, enjoy it, 
and do it for the rest of their lives.  At the very top of the pyramid – meaning 
that nothing is built off of it and it occupies the smallest piece of real estate 
in my coaching philosophy – is Excellence.  I want to make my knowledge 
and myself available to those kids that wish to pursue excellence with 



cross-country skiing as their vehicle for that pursuit.  This pyramid is built 
within a circle that contains the idea that I am not necessarily producing 
skiers out of my program, I am trying to help kids develop the tools to 
succeed in whatever life they choose.  
 
Here is what it looks like - minus the circle.  That is beyond my limited 
document creation skills.  You’ll just have to remember it’s there. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
So, what does this look like during a practice?  Before the snow flies it looks 
like almost an entire practice of games.  I like to start with a bit of a run (five 
or ten minutes) just to help demystify the notion of going for a run.  For 
many people going for a run is not intuitive.  I send the kids out in groups of 
five or six and each group is lead by one of my middle school kids who has 
been in the program for a while, knows their way around, and I trust to make 
good decisions and accept responsibility.  This makes it more fun for all 
involved, and it accommodates the different abilities between the older and 
younger kids well.  I like to try to keep the older and younger kids together 



in one big group for the preseason.  The older kids have to put a bunch of 
energy into being leaders so they are not left feeling shortchanged if the pace 
is a little slow for their liking.   Then it is games for the duration.  Games are 
fantastic because they allow for varying levels of effort and ability while 
keeping the group together.  Capture the flag and fox and hounds are proven 
favorites, but don’t be afraid to break out the soccer balls, the Frisbees, the 
footballs.  Diversity of movement is fun and it is important for the 
developing bodies of young kids.  Sports specialization is best left for high 
school, or better yet, college age kids.  This preseason model accomplishes 
Fun, Movement, Athleticism, and even Excellence.  It is hard to work Skiing 
in there without snow.  
 
In the winter, things look a little bit different.  First of all there are many 
more practices so having them all follow the same routine would not be fun 
after a while.  Similar to preseason, I do tend to start things off with a ski.  I 
takes a little creativity to keep the faster kids and the slower kids all having 
fun when we are out skiing around.  First of all, in the winter the 
all-encompassing group is much more difficult.  We divide kids up by 
school grade.  I believe quite strongly that dividing up by age is much better 
than dividing up by ability.  Skiing is more fun if it is social and it is more 
social if kids are with their peers.  However, even within a fairly tight age 
range you are likely to get a wide range of ability and engagement.  Having 
more than one adult per group is very helpful.  Finding adventurous but 
short loops that can be done multiple times is a great way to let some skiers 
ski faster than others and to keep track of everyone.  Also finding a loop that 
has cut offs for the slower skiers is a great way of keeping things from 
getting too spread out.  Whenever possible getting out of the field and into 
the woods is a great idea.  Trails in the woods are more fun, more 
challenging, and less windy.  Unlike in the preseason, I do try to do a bit of 
actual coaching at most practices.  I firmly believe that all kids in my 
program – even if they aren’t racers – want to get better at skiing. 
Improvement is fun.  It is great to be able to create a situation where you can 
individualize the coaching a bit.  I find that a small loop that we do multiple 
times is best for this.  My technique coaching is very basic.  It is all based on 
balance – the single most important aspect of skiing.  After balance I try to 
teach kids how to do the various techniques – stride, double pole, kick 
double pole, V1, V2, V2 alternate.  With the small loop there can be a 
BRIEF introduction of the technique, a demonstration, then a few laps.  The 
kids who are ready for it can get some fairly nuanced pointers about their 



technique, most I am helping to learn and feel the correct timing, and a few I 
am fine with them doing it incorrectly so long as they are learning the 
terminology.  They will be ready to have their timing corrected once their 
comfort level had moved up a level.  Like at preseason, I often try to close 
out the day with games, although on snow the games are a bit trickier.  Not 
everyone has access to a groomed game field, and even for those that do 
conditions often make it difficult.  It helps to broaden your idea of what a 
game is.  Here are some of my favorites for when a traditional game in a 
large field is not possible. 
 

● Use sticks to set up a slalom course on a downhill. 
● Find a long and windy downhill to practice high speed cornering. 
● Take an off trail tour – best after a snowstorm. 
● One of my favorites – from a point on the far reaches of the trail 

system challenge the kids to get back to the touring center without 
using any of the groomed trails.  If you research the trail system you 
can even figure out a place to start where they should be able to get 
back without even crossing a groomed trail. 

● One ski distance challenge.  On a gentle downhill how far can you go 
balancing on one ski? 

● Australian balance drill (ask me about this one). 
● Orienteering.  Course needs to be set up beforehand.  

 
Fun, Movement, Athleticism, Skiing, Excellence.  I think I covered them all 
there.  
 
Take a few minutes to create your own coaching philosophy pyramid.  It can 
have as many layers as you like.  Try to take into account your own 
strengths and weaknesses and the strengths and weaknesses of the ski 
community that you are coaching for.  When you are done, let’s present 
them because I am sure that new ideas will emerge. 
 
Two last points that I want to throw out there: 
 

● As a coach I do not create the athlete, I create the environment from 
which the athlete emerges. 

● Role model the behavior that you would like to see in the kids 
● Meet energy with energy. 


