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Teaching Roll Tacking:
beyond the RYA method?
A little while ago my family 
spent some time at an RYA 
Centre overseas. We had a 
wonderful time, but I noticed 
that whereas at the start of 
the week, someone was 
good at roll tacking the boat, 
when we raced together later 
she was unable to do so.

Whereas before, she had 
tacked the boat with her 
feet tucked under herself, 
standing up when the boom 
had crossed over her head, 
now she was stretching her 
back foot across the (centre 
mainsheet) boat before the 
tack, making it very difficult 
to wait for the boom to cross 

 weight over the 
 opposite side

5. As the boat slowly comes 
 upright smoothly sheet in, 
 re-establishing 
 airflow over the sail and 
 accelerating the boat.

The manoeuvre should be 
smooth, not violent – it may 
help to pause and steer for a 
moment before the last stage.  

Perhaps the most common 
faults are to chicken out of the 
initial roll, or to pull the boat 
upright too hard or too soon.

David Ritchie

basic standard of competence.
I suggest five stages:

1. Look, ‘Ready About’,
 tuck feet under self

2. Ease the tiller away, allow 
 the boat to turn into wind

3. Pay out the sheet as 
 the sail crosses the boat, 
 and allow the boat to 
 heel towards the helm, who 
 is still crouching 
 on the side 

4. The boom has eased 
 and the gunwhale is 
 nearing the water surface; 
 stand up, smoothly step 
 across and hike your 

the boat before moving.
The Coaching Handbook 
G14/03 (Session 6 Afloat 
page 56) suggests that good 
tacking is based on balance 
and foot placement:

“For example, students who 
step across too soon will be 
unable to roll tack (allowing 
the boat to roll over and the 
boom to cross before crossing 
the boat) at a later stage.”

If one starts by teaching 
sailors to tuck their feet under 
them before the tack, roll 
tacking becomes an easy and 
rewarding skill to teach. It can 
be introduced at a surprisingly 

The third phase, if they are 
still not getting it, is to stop 
the boat, or ask them to 
come alongside a stationary 
powerboat, so that you can 
demonstrate to the candidates 
what is required. This is 
followed by a brief exchange 
before they practise.

After they return to shore, all 
the various comments are 
discussed during the review, 
which is concise and specific 
to the task.

Not all stages are used all the 
time, and some of them may 
be used in a different order, 
but the skills to deliver each 
are the same.

I have also focussed on 
positive coaching a great deal: 
tell them what to do to make it 
right, not what they are doing 
wrong; this comes across as 
much more positive.

As Clive Grant sees it, 
there are definite stages 
to instructing intermediate 
sailors afloat.

At first, after the initial 
briefing ashore, you may 
need to instruct from a 
moving powerboat. This is 
a short instruction from the 
coach to the candidates, and 
involves using the powerboat 
to best effect. There may be 
little input from the student 
(see Feedback page 11) at 
this early stage - just the 
coach amplifying one or two 
points only. Clear concise 
communication with few 
words is best, preferably some 
of the same words used during 
the briefing.

If the student does not respond 
to this and he/she requires 
more input, or you feel that 
you want to discuss the 
situation, stop the dinghy, 
come alongside and raise 
centre board, ease the kicker 
etc. Then have a small 
discussion about the problem, 
teasing out the essentials 
which are going wrong and 
offering positive coaching to 
put it right.

Instructing afloat
Multihull and 
keelboat coaches
There is still a shortage of 
coaches who are active in 
running training in cats or 
keelboats. There seem to be a 
few who were signed off to run 
multihull or keelboat instructor 
training between 1990 and 
2000, but who were not 
recorded as such in the RYA 
office. If this might be you, it 
would be appreciated if you 
would bring it to our attention!

Inspector update
As the RYA database has 
improved, the office is better 
able to follow up some of 
the details of the inspection. 
This is now happening on a 
more consistent basis than 
perhaps it has in the past.

On receipt of the report, the 
inspection is entered on the 
database, key instructors 
checked, and errors and 
omissions followed up. A 
significant percentage of the 
latter activity involves asking 
the inspector or the Training 
Centre for information which 
the inspector forgot to put 

Coach / Assessor’s Corner

on the form!  The most 
popular omissions are:

1. RYA courses required 
 (level 1, 2 etc)
2. Boats used (particularly 
 multihulls or keelboats)

3. Additional operating sites 
 (whether they are 
 RTCs or not)

The RYA Training Schemes 
are still the best in the world, 
because of the combination 
of an annual inspection and 
a trustworthy Principal. The 
RYA owes a debt of gratitude 
to its inspectors, most of 
whom are volunteers. If 
you’re inspecting a Centre, 
we’d appreciate it if you 
would please try to take an 
extra five minutes to check 
all the sections on the front 
page of the report form.


