
the teAching stick:

What would you say if I told you that your 
arms and hands are the most technically im-
portant body parts for XC skiing? You would 
probably question me, laugh, or snicker, and 
turn this newsletter over to read the race 
schedule. You might even complain, “What 
about all the Squats?” and Booty Camp? 
and Front Planks? and the No Pole Rollerski-
ing! I worked on so diligently? Is that all for 
naught?”

OK then, let me rephrase: The proper ap-
plication of power and timing, with the arms 
and hands, is the most important technical 
aspect of XC skiing. Whether you are classic 
skiing, double poling, or skate skiing, it’s all 
about the arms.

Still don’t believe me? Here’s a simple 
exercise to show you. Get up and put your 
hands in your pockets or hold them, ramrod-
straight, down by your sides. Try and walk 
normally without moving your arms. Hard to 
do? What did your legs do? Did they move 
stunted? Awkward and resistant?

Now, do it again and allow your hands to 
move forward and back normally. Comfort-
able? An easy gait with your arms equaling 
the same distance travelled by the legs as 
you move forward?  What your arms do, your 
legs do; in both timing and distance trav-
elled; fore and aft. 

What great skiers have (that most of us do 
not) is the Proper Application of Power and 
Precise Timing with regards to the hands and 
arms. And, they ski very relaxed; Relaxation = 
Speed. This applies to both skating and clas-
sic techniques.

Let’s build the foundation of good skiing. 
You can try this at home in front of a mir-
ror and before you set out for each ski. First, 
in the Basic Athletic Stance, the body should 
be stacked in segments diagonal to snow- 
ankles flexed and shins pressing forward; 
knees flexed forward over toes; hips, thighs, 
abs, (seen as one unit), pressed forward over 
knees. Then, a relaxed, c-shaped torso in a 
forward line over hips; shoulders rounded 
and head stacked above and forward of all. 
Finally, swing arms loose and relaxed, pen-
dulum-like, from the ball-and-socket joint of 
the shoulders. Some bad habits to look for: 
Body not stacked forward but hinging over, 

or flexing forward, at waist. Shoulders and 
Arms not Loose. Arms swinging from elbows 
instead of from the shoulders. 

Now you are ready to go skiing. Even 
though we are going to concentrate on Classic 
drills in this article, Skating and Double Pole 
techniques are not much different. You can 
vary these drills for Skate technique with just 
a little imagination.

classIc tImInG BreakdoWn
Let’s start with the pole coming down, 

and angled back slightly (pole angle match-
ing diagonal of body) with body mass fall-
ing down over it. Then, simultaneous with 
the pole planting; the ‘trailing’ hip drives 
forward with energy and the trailing foot 
now stretches for the heel of the “previous 
kicking” foot. Just before feet come togeth-
er, (directly under the hips), you stamp down 
quickly with the new kicking foot to press 
the wax pocket into snow. Then, you quickly 
“spring off” that newly “loaded” foot, and 
glide forward. Remember: all energy coming 
from the hip, not knee or foot, driving for-
ward, with the gliding ski, not away from it. 
Repeat many times.

douBle pole technIque
Make sure the entire body is in a diago-

nal position to the snow, with the forward 
lean originating at the ankles. The Knees and 
Ankles are slightly flexed, and always flexing, 
throughout the movement. Pole angle into 
snow should match the diagonal position of 
the body. Both the shoulders and head need 
to come over the top of the poles simultane-
ous with an abdominal “crunch” down. Try 
this: Imagine a horizontal bar in front of your 
chest and that you are a pole vaulter trying 
to clear the bar; go up and over the bar with-
out touching it. Elbows should be angled ap-
proximately 60 degrees and leading the body 
forward. Then, when you have reached the 
apex of your forward momentum, your en-
ergy goes straight down onto poles. All the 
power comes from initial abdominal crunch 
and the application of power onto the poles, 
starting at the apex of the forward position. 
Maintain, and continue to stretch forward, 
the body’s diagonal lean throughout the en-
tire movement.

Don’t let your legs absorb power by squat-
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ing down as shown below. Here, hips are for-
ward of toes and the upper body is stacked 
forward of your hips.

In addition, the finish of the “New School” 
double pole ends with a taller overall body 
position. This allows for a quicker return for-
ward with the hands and increased forward 
momentum. And therefore, an increased 
tempo to keep everything in sync. Which 
means you go faster. Faster is nice. So, just 
by proper body positioning, you are getting 
“free” forward energy.

cha-cha-chaaaa drIll
While Classic skiing on flat or gradual 

uphill terrain, take two short, quick strides, 
then one long (cha-cha-chaaaa), in a se-
ries of repeats. Concentrate on shortening, 
then lengthening, your arm speed, and dis-
tance traveled, to dictate the tempo of the 
cha-cha-chaaaa. The timing comes from the 
hands not from the legs. The real purpose of 
this drill is to make sure that the hips stay 
over hips in the long stride. Try for a precise 
and quick “kick,” or push-off, on the short 
strides. Continue these shorter strides in your 
everyday skiing sessions and focus on your 
arm swing forward being relaxed and snappy 
(not jerky). A key here is that the arm needs 
to be partially bent at elbow- not straight 
out and the hand should not come forward 
too high (not above shoulders- and, initially, 
only chest high).

In conclusion, notice that all this tech-
nique takes sentences, paragraphs, and even 
whole books to describe. On snow, in action, 
it takes a fraction longer than a nanosec-
ond. So, this fall, when your thoughts turn 
towards skiing, think about these things as 
an Italian would; with your hands. Then, this 
winter try these drills on your own and visu-
alize the Teaching Stick figures. Even better, I 
suggest you take a lesson to really get some 
good feedback on your skiing. Once you have 
a good solid foundation from the legs up, 
you’ll see that even better technique starts 
with the timing of the hands and arms and 
their corresponding powerful application 
onto the poles. Once you put it all together 
you will really be able to “hand it over” for 
even better footwork. Now git out thar and 
“Git after it!”


