
(Introduction) 

Hi, my name is Serghei Cucsa and I'm the head coach of Australian Dragon Boat Federation (AusDBF) for the last 

three years.  

The goal of this DVD is to explain basic technique in Dragon Boating in order to help coaches and paddlers to 

understand basic principles of paddling. 

(Technique) 

For starters, let’s discuss exactly what is technique? Technique is the most efficient way of moving the boat forward 

as fast as possible for as long as possible. To achieve this, paddlers must produce a lot of power using less energy 

which allows them to perform effectively for longer. There are many different types of technique used in Dragon 

Boating. Let's have a look at the techniques of some of the best paddlers in the world.  

There are many different types of paddling styles and not much difference between them. Speed does not differ 

greatly in the boats either. The reason for this is because the basic biomechanical principle of paddling is 

implemented in all of these styles efficiently. The explanation of technique can be separated into three major 

sections. 

 

(Boat Balance & Setup) 

Let's have a look at the basic biomechanical principle of the boat setup. There are two types of racing dragon boats - 

20’s and 10’s. Regardless of the type of boat manufacturer, every modern boat is designed to be able to rise on a 

plane to develop and maintain maximum speed. That is why the correct setting of the boat is so important. It should 

not be front, back or side heavy.  

There are simple procedures to check balance once paddlers are in the boat.  They simply place their paddles in front 

of them and sit still. Coach and sweep can then check front, back and side balance. Usually larger paddlers sit in the 

middle seats rows 4-7 of the boat and smaller paddlers occupy row 1-3 and 8-10; however, with the mix of paddlers 

you have in the boat, you may be likely to rely on their experience and ability to perform certain tasks and then 

adjust the balance of the boat. 

If the boat is set up front heavy, it cuts through the water very well however, it may meander thereby causing the 

sweep to use the oar more aggressively, slowing the boat down.  

 



 

If the boat is back heavy, the front of the boat will push too much water, hence more resistance - reducing the speed 

of the boat.  

 

If one side of the boat is heavy, it will make it impossible for the team to paddle properly and pull the boat in one 

direction.  



 

(Seating & Feet Positions) 

Let's have a look at paddler’s seating positions in the boat. Any paddler in any seat should make himself or herself 

comfortable and locked. The reason for this is to transfer most efficiently power from the paddle to the boat. 

Basically every paddler should become part of the boat. All paddlers regardless of their sitting position must sit as 

close as possible to the gunwale - the side of the boat - to keep their driving point – their feet as close as possible to 

the paddle which lets them propel the boat forward in a straight line.  

 

There are three common feet positions in the boat - inside foot forward, outside foot forward and both feet forward. 

It's the coach's decision which foot position the team will use. The reason for this is that different feet positions will 

require different upper body setup that could interfere with the performance of the team.  

 



 

 

 



 

One common mistake for beginners is to put their dominant foot in the middle of the boat which keeps driving 

points - paddle and foot far apart resulting in sending driving impulses in different directions.  

 



 

To be efficient, the paddler needs to keep the driving points as close as possible to each other in order to send the 

impulses in the same direction.  

 

Another mistake is paddlers sitting away from the gunwale. This does not allow them to be locked into position 

resulting in sliding and then rocking of the boat.  

(The Paddle) 

There are always debates regarding the length of paddles to be used and width of the grip on it. Some coaches 

advise to measure it up to the armpit in a standing position - it's not a bad method but it doesn't take into account 

the physical strength of the paddler and length of their arms. If the paddle is too short, it's more likely the stroke will 

be short and the paddler will struggle to submerge the blade in the water. If the paddle is too long, the paddle may 

have trouble bringing the blade out of the water efficiently during the return. The same problem could occur with 



different grips. if the grip is too wide, the paddler may struggle to reach the water. If the grip is to narrow the 

paddler may have difficulty clearing the water during return.  

(Paddle Movement During Stroke) 

Now we have a look at the paddle movements during stroke. There are more commonly recognised phases of the 

stroke. Catch, drive or pull through the water, exit and air work, return and setup. They all follow each other making 

one smooth motion.  

(Catch Phase) 

 

Let's start with the catch phase of the stroke. The paddle should enter the water at a positive angle with forces 

applied downwards and backwards which enables the boat to move up and forwards.  The catch must be fast, 

aggressive and clean, no large splashing.  

Common mistakes are too sharp of an angle, too blunt of an angle, negative angle or missing catch, too much splash, 

slow entrance of the paddle into the water. All these mistakes reduce the efficiency of the catch which affect the 

efficiency of the whole stroke.  



 

(Drive Phase) 

 

As mentioned previously during the drive phase, the angles of the blade changes from positive to negative. It starts 

with a positive angle goes through the vertical phase and negative angle on the exit. An efficient technique allows all 

these angles of the paddle to propel the boat forward.  Inefficient techniques could slow down the boat regardless 

of the angle of the paddle. Ideally the paddler should try to keep the paddle in a positive of vertical position for as 

long as possible where forces applied on the blade is most productive. The blade of the paddle must move as close 

as possible to the side of the boat during the whole driving phase.  

The most common mistakes are changing the angle from positive to negative too quickly, non-perpendicular angle of 

the blade to the boat and paddle moves away from the boat.  



 

(Exit Phase) 

 

During exit, the angle of the paddle is negative but with forces applied down not up it's still possible to develop 

forces moving backwards. This is an important biomechanical principles of the exit. This part of the stroke is often 

underrated because of the negative angle of the paddle leading to the misconception that this part of the stroke is 

not important. The blade should move up sideways in a smooth motion without lifting water. The outside edge of 

the blade should cut through the water on the way out. In canoeing, it's called J stroke.  

Common mistakes at the exit are pausing prior to taking the paddle out of the water, keep changing the front angle 

of the paddle, exit with opposite J, straight angle, not producing downward force during exit.  



 

(Recovery Phase) 

 

Air work and recovery return; the paddle should move through the air with the outside edge forwards - not the flat 

surface of the paddle to avoid air resistance at the end of this phase. The paddle should be set up above the water 

with the inside edge perpendicular to the boat. There are many different types of returns in dragon boating. Some of 

them high, some low, some fast, some slow. It will be very difficult to describe all of them. It always depends on 

team technique and the type of race.  

Common mistakes are paddle brought forward with full surface causing air resistance instead of cutting through with 

the side of the paddle, paddle is not vertical at the end of the air work, paddle is not outside the gunwale at the end 

of return.  



 

(Body Movement During Stroke) 

So far we've looked at what the paddle does in the stroke.  Now let's analyse paddler’s body movements during the 

strokes. A good paddler will paddle with their whole body. There are always debates regarding whether paddling 

should be done on only one side or both sides. If you are a beginner or recreational and you paddle to develop 

general fitness trying to paddle both side is recommended; however, if you decide to race competitively, it is better 

to work on just one side and must add that side as much as possible. Your coach should help you decide which side is 

best for you. Let's discuss body position and movement during the catch phrase of the stroke.  

(Catch Phase) 

 

This phase starts when the body is fully stretched and the paddle is ready to spear down the water and finishes 

when the blade is completely submerged. The bottom arm is fully stretched forward, the top arm could be slightly 



bent or straight that depends on the individual. The top hand must be above the bottom hand. At this point, the 

body should be twisted from the hip with the chest open inside the boat. From this moment there should not be any 

downward body movements. Top shoulder to shoulder blade has a major role of driving the paddle down and 

untwisting the body. It's a very short sharp effort. As soon as the paddle touches the water the whole body should 

be locked.  

Let's have a look at common mistakes during catch and the consequences.  

 

(Drive Phase) 

 

The drive phase also known as pull starts when the blade is fully submerged in the water and concludes when the 

bottom hand is level with the middle of the paddler’s thigh. This phase requires maximum tension throughout the 

whole body to connect the paddle in the water with the boat without losing any power. At the start of this phase, 



the body should be fully stretched forward and bent from the hips. Shoulders slightly twisted following untwisting 

during the catch. Bottom arm straight, top arm locked. The head should be slightly up or straight with the body. 

During drive, the body finishes untwisting until shoulders are level. At the same time, the body becomes erect from 

the hips sitting up. Both arms must be locked during the whole movement. Top arm and shoulder driving down 

moving down to the end of the drive phase. The top hand should finish at lower chest height but away from the 

chest itself. The bottom hand should never pass the hip. At the end of the stroke, shoulders must be level and down. 

The body should be straight but not past the vertical position. Every paddler must use their legs actively during drive 

phase.  

Let's have a look at common driving mistakes and the consequences.  

 

(Exit Phase) 

 



Now we'll talk about exit. The exit starts when the bottom hand reaches mid-thigh and finishes next to the hip. By 

the end of this stage, the paddle should be completely out of the water. The blade itself will be just behind the hip. 

The exit is produced by top and bottom arms synchronically with the top hand playing the leading role. At the end of 

the exit, the body should be vertical and relaxed. The exit must be fast without pausing. Good paddlers always use 

exit as additional acceleration for the boat and preparation set up for the next stroke.  

Let's have a look at common exit mistakes and the consequences.  

 

(Recovery Phase) 

 

The last part of the stroke but no less important is air work. This phase starts when the paddle leaves the water and 

finishes when the body and arm are fully stretched forward and up. The main requirements for this phase are the 

whole body should be relaxed and have a rest between the strokes. Another goal of this stage of stroke is to prepare 



or set up for the next stroke. After exit, arms start moving up and forward bringing the whole body from vertical 

position to fully stretched forward and open, twisted from hips with chest facing into the middle of the boat. At the 

final point, the paddler’s body should be positioned outside the gunwale and the top hand should be above bottom 

hand. The bottom arm must be fully stretched and elbow angle of the top arm set.  

Now we’ll look at common mistakes at work and the consequences. 

 

(Conclusion)  

After watching this DVD, you should have enough knowledge to understand basic principles of paddling in dragon 

boating. This small amount of coaching will come to you later with experience. You were presented with most 

common mistakes and the consequences; however, the solution on how to fix them were not given to you - this was 

done on purpose. The role of the coach is to create you one - that every coach must develop their own style and 

methods on how to explain technique and how to fix mistakes. You'll be surprised how many times you have to find 

different ways to explain the same mistake to different people. It’s all in your hands now. I wish you luck in your 

journey as a coach.  

 


