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I kayaked at high school.   
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ANSWERING YOUR 
QUESTIONS ABOUT 
GRADE 2 
THE IN’S AND OUT’S OF WHITEWATER KAYAKING 

As a kayaking coach and kayak manufacturer I get asked a lot of questions about grade 2 
kayaking.  In this info sheet my aim is to cover some of the common topics and dispel a few 
of the myths that surround the certs. It’s a good read for anyone who’s gearing up for the 
Coast to Coast or any other multisport race. 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I KAYAKED AT 
HIGH SCHOOL.” 
This is about the most common statement that I hear 
from kiwi’s who’re getting into multisport kayaking. As a 
coach what you’re really telling me is… 

“I DON’T KNOW SHIT!”   
Probably the biggest mistake that we make, is that we 
believe we know it all. Most Kiwis have kayaked at some 
stage in their life and many turn up to their grade 2 
course with an ingrained belief that getting their cert is 
as simple as paying the money and completing a couple 
of quick trips down a river. Yeh nah aye.  

I’m sorry to say it but whitewater kayaking doesn’t 
come easy. In many cases your grade 2 course will only 
be the start of your grade 2 learning and you should be 
prepared for failure on your first attempt. The simple 
reality is that whitewater kayaking is just like any other 
sport – it takes time to develop and hone the skills that 
are necessary to get you safely down a river. Especially 
in a 12kg piece of composite material.  While it can be 
highly frustrating (read expensive), it’s a large part of 
the Coast to Coast experience so please just stress less 
and enjoy it!  

Going forward there are a few things you should know… 

1. Surfski, canoe polo, K1, and sea kayaking are all 
different to whitewater. Don’t assume these 
skills will help you when you’re 50ks deep into 
the Waimak River.   

2. Coaches won’t fail you just because they’re 
mean. Every coach that I’ve ever met has only 
one thing in mind…your safety. If you can’t 
paddle safely, they won’t pass you.  

3. Paddle, paddle, paddle. The kayaking 
component of Coast is the hardest discipline for 
most people so take every opportunity you can 
get to get out there and practice your skills.  

 



 

 

I’M WAITING 
TO LEARN 
EVERYTHING 
FROM MY 
COURSE 
I once had a customer who turned up to a 
grade 2 course who had never sat in his 
multisport kayak, despite the fact it had been 
in his shed for a month. When questioned as to 
why he hadn’t at least taken it out for a test 
paddle he claimed he “didn’t want to learn any 
bad habits”. Some people might say this sounds 
sensible, but what he was really telling me was 
that he was lazy…if he was keen, he’d have 
been out there.  

 

   

BEFORE YOU START YOUR GRADE 2 COURSE 

1. Ideally have your own yak. If you can do your course in the kayak you intend to race, your coach will be able to fine 
tune things like your body posture, rudder adjustment, and seat position. The Coast to Coast rules require you to be 
assessed in the level of kayak that you intend to race, so it makes a lot more sense to get assessed in your own yak.  

2. Get out and have 2-4 weeks of paddle training on your own (or with friends) before starting the course. It’s way less 
embarrassing to make those silly mistakes without the pressure of passing a course and in the process, you’ll 
probably figure out a bunch of specific questions for your coach e.g. why does my bum always hurt?  

3. Find some paddling buddies on social media. Many people have told me they’re waiting to meet new people to go 
paddling with. The only problem is that on courses people come from far and wide, so it may not be easy to catch up 
with them on a regular basis. Luckily Facebook has it sorted - jump onto one of the numerous training pages and fly a 
flag…with nearly 1000 competitors in Coast there’s bound to be a few people in your area. 

4. Fitness is your friend – this relates directly to point number 2 but it’s such a huge thing I felt it necessary to 
emphasize. Going for a 1-hour paddle 2 times a week will grow your fitness by huge amounts. Just remember that the 
courses are around 3 days so if you can’t handle an hour or two, you’re going to be in serious trouble. 

5. Talk to everyone about Coast. Here in NZ we’re lucky that Coast is like a rite of passage for anyone into fitness. 
Chances are you’ll know family, friends, or a work colleague that’s done it before and they’ll often have gear that 
they might be able to loan you. The more kit you can beg or borrow, the cheaper the whole experience becomes.                

  



 

ROLLING 
WHAT’S THE DEAL? 

  

  

I often get asked “is it necessary to learn how to roll?” I respond, “well that depends on how you want to race.”  

Before I give you any more info on rolling there’s a few questions you should ask yourself… 

1. What’s my goals for the kayak section of the race?  
2. Am I planning on simply surviving the paddle or being competitive?  
3. Do I have the time to commit to rolling training?  

If your answers looked something like… 

A. I just want to stay upright; the reality is you’ve already got a lot to learn so you don’t need to know how to roll.  
B. I’m serious and I want to give it my best shot, the answer is totally! You do want to learn how to roll.   

To put it simply, there’s no mandatory requirement to learn how to roll but in an ideal world you should. If you have the time 
to commit to the training and if you have the desire to get the best out of your Coast experience, I’d highly recommend 
putting a rolling lesson on your to-do list. All kayak coaches know that as soon as someone learns how to roll, their overall 
kayaking confidence will skyrocket…it’s a beautiful thing to watch. 

Tim’s notes on rolling 

1. Rolling in a pool isn’t rolling in a river. Rivers are dark, have rocks, and are unpredictable. I’m not saying this to put 
you off, simply to make you aware that there’s a transition period.  

2. Rolling a plastic kayak with a flat paddle isn’t the same as rolling a multisport kayak with a wing paddle. Learn with the 
plastic then practice, practice, practice with your race kit.  

3. Rolling in a race just might not happen. Imagine you’ve been paddling for 5 hours then you roll on the last corner and 
you just can’t quite make it back up…yes it does happen, but the reality is that nothing can prepare you for the fatigue 
of racing.   



 

KAYAKING LOCATIONS 
People often remark that they find it hard to get in decent kayak training because they don’t have access to whitewater rivers. 
That may be true, but everywhere in NZ has access to water so here’s a few place to try out.  
 
LAKES/LARGE PONDS 
It doesn’t matter what the size, any lake or pond is a good for kayaking. If it’s small, work out the distance around the outside 
and do multiple laps e.g. Lake Pupuke in Auckland. If it’s large, get out and start exploring e.g. Lake Wanaka.     
 

HARBOURS & ESTUARY’S 
These are everywhere in NZ and provide some of the best whitewater training as they have current! It goes without saying that 
harbours can be dangerous (e.g. crossing the main channel in front of a ship), so I recommend sticking close to shore until you’re 
confident with your skills. Look for eddies and current lines behind structures like bridge pylons, and practice skills like ferry 
gliding and breakouts.   
 

OCEAN 
Sounds like a rather obvious place but not many people actually take their multisport yaks out in the ocean. I believe the ocean 
is a great place to practice because it can be unpredictable, just like a river. Dealing with all of that annoying chop and surf uses 
the same skills as paddling down a river so while it might be difficult, it’s likely to be the closest place for you to get decent 
training.    
 

CANNELS AND CHANNELS  
In many places around the country there are cannels or channels coming out of lakes and joining lakes. While they won’t often 
have whitewater, they are the next best thing to river as they can have strong current. Use them for fitness and for basic skills 
like ferry gliding.  
  

LOW-LAND RIVERS 
Despite what the media says, there are swimmable rivers in towns throughout NZ. These will often have long stretches of flat 
water that are extremely safe and easy to access. For most multisporters these will be the go-to training locations as they are 
good year-round and in any weather conditions. Hook up with a local crew and start to form a regular training group.    



 

I hope this quick guide helps you with your fledgling career as a multisport kayaker. I’ve only touched on a few of the many 
topics that you’ll encounter so if you need any more help or advice, please feel free to contact me at any time. I simply love 

to talk kayaks! 

 

Tim Taylor – Owner of Ruahine Kayaks and NZ Kayaker 
ph) 027 668 9904 

rauhinekayaks.co.nz  
info@ruahinekayaks.co.nz 

 


