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Why Orienteer ? 
 

ά²Ƙȅ ŀǊŜ ǿŜ ŘƻiƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΚέ This often irreverent question from newcomers is perhaps the most important 

question a coach can answer. And surprisingly, the best answers for those students are less about 

navigation and more about what they want out of life. What does success look like to your students? 

1. Leadership starts with self-leadership. Deep down, most people would like to have an impact 

on the things they care about and see their ideas embraced by other people. But before other 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΦ That confidence 

comes from setting and achieving increasingly important goals, and learning how much you can 

rely on your own planning, judgment, and ability to follow-through, even when things get tough. 

 

Orienteering will always be challengingτthe type of challenge just changes ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ CƛǊǎǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

about struggling to read a map and ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ ƭƻǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ 

completing a course cleanly, shaving off precious minutes and seconds by fine-tuning 

techniques. Go to an unfamiliar terrain, and you get to learn all over again. Through it all, you 

practice the skills of focusing on the most important information, making split-second decisions, 

and then following through to achieve a goal. These skills are valuable everywhere. 

 

2. Orienteers are great company. Orienteering is one of the few sports where elite participants 

ŀƴŘ ƴƻǾƛŎŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ƴƻǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

also not uncommon to see competitors sharing observations and techniques with one another 

after the event to make each other stronger. As a result, orienteers build community quickly, 

often across international borders. 

 

3. Exploring is fun. Our sport immerses us in the best parks and forests around us. And because 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ us gets to be an explorer. If we manage our sport 

correctly, leaving each meet location cleaner than before we arrived, we are even allowed the 

privilege of off-trail freedom in parks that 

agree to this. Few people can leave this 

experience and not be impressed at the 

beauty, variety, and value of our natural 

areas and the need to protect them for 

others to explore too. 
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How the Youth Orienteering League W orks.  
 

The concept 

Students are each given a map with a marked course. Using their own skills and a 

compass, if needed, they navigate from one control point to another. At the finish, 

they are given a printout that shows how long it took them to find each control 

marker.  

 

The individual scores for the fastest three students from a school who successfully 

complete a course are added together for a team score. Over the season, the 

courses get more challenging as students master navigational skills. 

Participation levels 

Washington Interscholastic Orienteering League (WIOL) meets have four levels of competition. At each 

level, there is also a non-competitive recreational course. Competition is solo and counts for league 

points and awards; recreational courses can be done solo or with others: 

1. Course #1. WIOL Elementary course, for students up through 6th grade. Also Recreational 

Beginner course.  

2. Course #2. Middle School course, for students in 6th through 9th grades. Also Recreational 

Advanced Beginner course. 

3. Courses #3 and 4. Junior Varsity (JV) course. Also Recreational Intermediate course. 

4. Courses #5 and 6. Varsity High School course. Also Recreational Short Advanced course. 

Schedule 

A couple of recreational meets in September and October are ideal training experiences before the 

WIOL season. Students can walk or run courses together in a real meet, focusing on learning navigation 

instead of competitive performance. This takes a lot of the pressure off them later. 

The WIOL Season runs from early November to mid-February. The first half of the competitive season 

generally consists of parks that require courses to be set on-trail. These four meets provide the 

foundation for newcomers to develop basic skills and returning orienteers to refresh their skills before 

they head off-trail. The last four meets include increasing amounts of advanced navigation within each 

participation level. By the championship, students are well-prepared for a positive national meet 

experience (U.S. Interscholastics Orienteering Championships), if they choose to go. 

Coach Responsibilities 

On some popular courses, we must pre-assign start times to fit everyone in. It is essential that you let 

the scheduler know by the assigned deadline how many of your students are attending each meet. Also, 

for a positive youth experience, make sure that your students have the basic skills to complete courses 

successfully at their participation level. It is extremely useful to have an experienced orienteer help 

students with course feedback over the season. Just ask the WIOL Director (bob@forgrave.net) to match 

your school with a volunteer Orienteering Mentor. 

mailto:bob@forgrave.net
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Four Basic Concepts Every Orienteer Should Know  

¸ƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜƴŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘ ǎƻƭƻ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ explaining the steering wheel and the 

brake! !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜƴŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŜǊ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ŀ solo course without a basic understanding of 

these four concepts. NOTE: For ease of coaching, the rest of this guide is written directly to students.  

1. Orienting th e Map. 
This concept is so important, the sport is named after it. 

Look around you for features so significant they are likely to 

be on a map (trails, buildings, etc.). You can also use North 

on your compass.  

Then turn your map so what you see on the map matches 

what you see on the ground. For example, a trail that veers 

off to the left on the ground should veer off to the left on 

your map.  

LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩǎ-ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ 

on. And as you turn, your view also turns, so you need to 

move around a map that is always lined up North-South. This 

ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǎƻǳǘƘΣ ȅƻǳǊ ƳŀǇ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǇǎƛŘŜ-

down to you ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŀǘ ōƛǊŘΩǎ-eye view accurate.  

2. Thumbing . 
Thumbing can keep you from getting lost. And if you get lost anyway, it will be in a much smaller area, 

ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ŀǎ much time lost! To begin thumbing, fold your map so that only three controls are 

visibleτyour last one, your next one, and the one after that. Now, as you pass features that you are 

absolutely positive about, follow your progress by pinching 

them under your thumb. Look for expected features along the 

ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ϦŎƻƭƭŜŎǘϦ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŜȄǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ LǘΩǎ 

like a scavenger hunt! 

 

In practice, this is one of the most powerful techniques in 

orienteering. It keeps you focused on the detailed map features 

around you--just look at what's near your thumb. And when 

you get lost, you already know that you're somewhere near 

your thumb, so you're lost on a smaller area of the map. 

Translation: more time punching controls and less time walking 

around bewildered. 

3.  Control ling Your Speed. 
When orienteering, think of your speed in terms of a stoplight. 

άDǊŜŜƴ ƭƛƎƘǘέ is for when you know exactly where you are and 

all the features along your route are completely expectedτrun 

freelyΗ ά¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ƭƛƎƘǘέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜΣ 

Joining orienteering from cross country? 

Thumbing and speed control are 

essentialΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōƭƻǿ Ǉŀǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

navigation features at high speed. 

Found it! Before punching in at a control, 

ALWAYS verify the control number. It takes 

just a second, but can avoid a course-

disqualifying mispunch. 




























