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DAVE WOOD
A P B Y S H E I L A R O B E R T S O N

J
ust after the 1998 Olympic Winter
Games, where Canada’s cross country
ski team fared badly, an official of the
Canadian Olympic Association told

Dave Wood that he and his fellow coaches
simply didn’t know how to operate a
successful program. The uninformed
criticism stung, but it also motivated Wood to
prove the official wrong. 

Four years later, with Beckie Scott on the
Olympic podium and vastly improved
performances from the rest of the team,
Wood was justifiably confident that he had put
his program on track. “We’d developed pretty
thick skins and rolled with the punches; we
put the work gloves on and got right back at
it,” he says. “The team did perform poorly in
Nagano and it was a terrible experience, but
out of it, especially from Beckie, came an
extremely strong resolve to do better and to
succeed.”

What that official failed to grasp was that
the young team was just beginning to show its
international potential in a sport where
winning takes years of concentrated hard
work. The task was magnified by a series of
extreme cuts to the budget of Cross Country
Canada (CCC). On the plus side was Wood’s
belief in the program he took charge of in
May 1998 after former head coach Steinar
Mundal, who led the team for seven seasons,
returned home to coach the Norwegian team.
“One of the things that has always driven me
along is that I happen to believe our program
is a good one,” says Wood. “There is no
magic. In endurance sport, it’s just hard work
over the long haul, which sport
administrators often don’t buy. In our sport,
you don’t win at the Olympics as a teenager,
but we’re competing for dollars against sports
where that can happen. I’ve always thought,

we’ll just keep plugging away no matter how we
get evaluated or what happens with our sport
funding and accountability agreement.”

After Nagano, Wood set goals for the team that
included seeing slight improvement in the 2001
world championship results, Scott placing in the
top 15 in the world, the other women placing
between 35th and 45th, and the women’s relay in
the top eight. The improvement he was looking for
came slowly but surely. Scott consistently placed in
the top 15 and mounted the World Cup podium
with a bronze medal sprint performance. The
women’s relay won a World Cup relay silver medal
and finished sixth at the world championships,

positioning themselves for strong Olympic
performances the following year in Salt Lake. “We
went to the Olympics thinking that we were going
to have a strong relay team and that Beckie would
produce good individual results, but I didn’t think
they would jump that much. It was just
determination from the athletes to succeed.”

Along with Scott’s medal were nine top-30
Olympic results at Salt Lake, a feat unprecedented
by any previous Canadian team. Sara Renner, for
example, went from being near last in 1998 to
closing in on the medals, largely due to a huge
increase in her focus and confidence. Renner,
who is married to alpine skier Thomas Grandi,
is second only to Scott on Wood’s team. “She is
better than Pierre Harvey or Sharon and
Shirley Firth were, better than anybody else
except Beckie. It’s kind of frustrating that not
many people realize this. Sara gets more respect
as an athlete in Europe and in Scandinavia than
she does here, and that’s because there is a much
better understanding of the sport.”

Among the factors at play these days are a
strong relationship with University of Calgary
exercise physiologists Drs. Dave Smith and
Steve Norris (Coaches Report, Spring 2000),
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DAVE WOOD

NAGANO, 1998
Beckie Scott: 47th, 5km classic; 60th, 15km classic;

51st, 30km free; 45th, pursuit; 16th, relay
Sara Renner: 54th, 30km free; 64th, 10km free;

74th, 5km classic; 16th, relay
Jaime Fortier: 77th, 5km classic; 16th, relay
Milaine Theriault: 54th, 5km classic; 59th, 15km

classic; 56th, pursuit; 16th, relay

SALT LAKE, 2002
Beckie Scott: 5th, sprint; 2nd, pursuit; 4th, 10km;

8th, relay
Sara Renner: 9th, sprint; 17th, pursuit; 13th, 10km;

8th, relay
Jaime Fortier: 30th, sprint; 45th, 10km; 37th,

15km; 34th, 30km
Milaine Theriault: 31st, sprint; 33rd, pursuit; 32nd,

10km; 31st, 30km; 8th, relay
Amanda Fortier: 49th, pursuit; 34th, 15km; 

28th, 30km; 8th, relay
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and the Canadian Sport Centre Calgary. Wood also
has a solid group of support coaches, who work
“from the heart and not from the wallet”, and
access to the Bill Warren Training Centre located
at the Canmore Nordic Centre. “The centre is one
thing not many other countries do so the team is
together all the time,” says Wood. “We are able to
do a lot of assessing and monitoring. We can see
when things are going off the rails, what’s
working, and what’s not. It’s not like some sports
where the national coach just sees the athletes
from time to time. That’s how it used to be for us
until the financial crunch forced us into the
training centre model. I believe we’ve made a very
effective adjustment. We make no bones about it;
we’re here to perform.”

Wood attributes the CCC’s survival to several
strong executive directors, including Malcolm
Hunter in the 1990s and, currently, Bruce
Jeffries: “I don’t think CCC would have survived
without Malcolm. When tough things had to be
done, he did them. He did them and he
maintained the team. And he did it largely as a
volunteer, as is Bruce. We have some very good
people who have stepped up to the plate and
contributed.”

Wood’s own contribution goes back to 1985 when
the native of Prince George, B.C., began coaching
at the Caledonia Nordic Ski Club, home to many of
the country’s top skiers. A recreational skier — “I
was a cross country skier, but not a good one” —
Wood made his living as a machinist, but once
exposed to coaching, he enjoyed it and quickly
found himself progressing, first to the B.C. team
and then to the national program. In those days,
he says, a career as a cross country ski coach was
more feasible than nowadays because the
country’s 10 divisions each employed full-time
coaches and the national team program had half a
dozen coaches. The crunch came in the early
1990s when the provincial teams began to lose
funding and CCC downsized. “By then I was far
enough along in the food chain that I was able to
survive,” says Wood, adding that exposure to the
international scene cemented his commitment to
coaching. His progress continued, and in May
1995 he made the move to Canmore to work
alongside Mundal. “It is always tough when
foreign ski coaches come to Canada because most
don’t stay very long, but Steinar was here for seven
seasons. I really enjoyed working with him and I
learned a lot from him.” 

While certain that he has put his own imprint on
the program, Wood credits Mundal with getting Scott
on track and believing in her potential. “As a junior,
she couldn’t break the top 30 at the world
championships, and now she’s an Olympic medallist.

There was a lot of family and club support, but in
her case, Steinar made a big impact.”

Given its long winters, generally abundant
snowfall, and large numbers of recreational
skiers, Canada would seem a natural to produce
an abundant crop of high-flying cross country
skiers, but this has never happened. Wood thinks
that the reason can be traced to the sport’s heavy
promotional emphasis on attracting weekend
skiers at the expense of elite performers. Another
reason is the huge draw of ice hockey. Above all,
however, is the fact that it takes years of
committed hard work to become a top
international cross country skier, and many of
today’s hopefuls are unwilling to make the
requisite sacrifice. “In alpine skiing, for example,
you can have success at a fairly young age if
you’re good, but that doesn’t happen in our

sport,” says Wood. “With Beckie’s success,
perhaps more people will be willing to make a
career out of it. When she retires, she’ll have an
education, business experience, and money in the
bank, and that’s not bad.”

In assessing his own strengths, Wood mentions
his strong commitment to the program and the
team. “All along I really believed that we have a
good program, and that the right athletes can do
well. I believe in our possibilities and have no
problems working myself to death for the athletes.
I have a very good understanding of the sport and
work well with our various consultants, the sport
centres, the athletes, and the coaches around the
country. Together we’ve been able to make
something stable. We don’t change our staff every
year. As much as possible, once we select people,
we try to keep them.”

T
he number-one quality that makes Dave stand out from other coaches I’ve encountered in my
career is that he is a 24-hour, seven-day-a week coach. He’s never off duty and he is always
ready to do anything it takes to help the athlete. He is extremely dedicated; I don’t know
anybody who works harder than him; I’ve never seen anything like it. That is one of his most

outstanding features for sure. 
He understands the importance of taking care of details and how, when you’re racing at a very high

level, everything has to be perfect in order for the performances to come together. For example, at the
Olympics, if we needed a break from the media, he made sure that happened. If we needed a recovery
drink at the end of a race, he made sure it was there. If we needed clothes during warm-up or cool-
down, he took care of that. He always takes care of everything. He seems to instinctively know what we
need. As athletes, we have certain expectations, and they’re always met. 

Nagano was a bad experience, I didn’t enjoy it and I came away disappointed, but looking back, it
was part of the reason why I was able to do what I did in Salt Lake. I recognized that I wasn’t going
where I wanted to go so I made some decisions, such as moving to Oregon to be with my fiancé, Justin
Wadsworth, who skied for the American team. I established that number one in my life I had to be
happy and in a balanced place in order to ski well. 

To change things around was an undertaking by Dave and the team. It was a group effort. We came
to the understanding that we could and should be much better; it was just a matter of finding out how.
Dave investigated a lot of different aspects of performance that could help to improve us, such as sport
psychology, nutrition, and strength training. He was very instrumental in taking a hard look at what
needed to be improved and making that happen. A big part was just learning from Nagano. The fact
that he was there was crucial; he saw the mistakes that were made and made sure that they didn’t
happen again. 

Part of the success formula is always being open to new developments and having a curious mind,
wanting to know what’s out there, what can be better, what can be improved. That’s critically important
in coaching, and Dave does that really well. 

Prioritizing established that what the team needed, the team would get, no matter the level of
funding. We don’t operate on a budget like the Norwegian or Swedish teams, but we’re not suffering.
It’s true the sport doesn’t have much money, so some members of the cross country ski community,
including Dave, formed the Nordic Advocates Guild [a small non-profit Alberta society dedicated to the
promotion and support of elite cross country ski racing in Canada] and did some serious fund-raising. 

It’s not just that Dave is a good coach, but he’s a good person. He’s a guy who will play Scrabble or
Trivial Pursuit with us. He’s easy to get along with, and that’s what helps make the team work as well as
it does. He’s even ready to go bungee jumping; in New Zealand last year, he was the first one off the
jump. We were impressed!

B E C K I E S C O T T O N D A V E W O O D
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Wood’s approach involves a healthy dose of
athlete responsibility. “The athlete who wants to be
good has to look after all the details, get life in
perspective, learn how to manage health and body
so they don’t break down, learn all the tiny things
that make it or break it. Our athletes are much
better in this department, or are getting there, and
this has made a big difference in our program.
This is especially important in Canada, where we
have few athletes; if we start out with 10, we have
to make sure we still have 10 at the end of the
year. The Norwegians, on the other hand, start out
with 100, so that if 90 fall by the wayside, that’s OK
because they are left with 10 good ones.”

Wood enjoys operating “outside the sport’s
long tradition and history”. In consultation with
Norris and Smith, for example, he has developed
changes in planning and managing training.
Emphasis has been put on altitude training,
primarily in central Europe where it doesn’t snow
below 1600m so competitions take place at high
elevations. Monitoring and assessment techniques
have been fine-tuned, giving the team a decent
record of peaking at the right time. Other experts
are consulted as the need arises. “Nothing is hit or

miss; it’s through planning and effectively putting the
whole puzzle together,” says Wood. “I won’t say it’s
science, although that certainly is part of it, but our
preparation program has become very systematic
and is thanks to the input of a lot of people.”

Inevitably, given the history of drug abuses in
the sport, the conversation turns to drugs. Rather
than dwell on what the competition may or may
not be ingesting, Wood and his athletes prefer
hard work as a means to success. “While cross
country skiing has a pretty dirty reputation right
now, which it’s earned, there are still some very
good athletes who are clean.” Wood singles out
Bente Skari, the 2002 10km classical Olympic
gold medallist, and Stefania Belmondo, the
2002 15km free gold medallist and 30km silver
medallist. “They are incredible people and they
just gritted their teeth and dug deeper. Doing that
has been good for us, too, because now that the
field is levelling a bit, our people are going to be
better for it. Beckie getting the silver medal is
going to give the anti-doping programs and
processes a lot more credibility. The cheaters have
been shut down every which way, as they should
have been, and I’m very happy to see that.”

Scott explains that the Canadian team,
including Wood, was very vocal about drug abuse
and did a lot of campaigning and letter writing
behind the scenes. “Dave was as outspoken as any
of us on the issue; it makes him as angry as it
makes us, because as a coach, he’s doing
everything he can. He knows that athletes are
trying as hard as they can and yet we are still
facing the odds because a significant number of
athletes are doping. We as a team have always
stood together firmly on the issue, and I thank
Dave for being as supportive as he has.”

Not surprisingly, Wood expects Vancouver’s
success in landing the 2010 Olympic Winter
Games to make a difference, not only to his
program, but to all sports in Canada, because of
the media attention and public interest the Games
will generate. “There will be some increase in
funding for sport, not just federally, but across the
country, and that will be good for all of us.” He
also expects today’s 15- and 16-year-olds to be
excited by the possibility of competing for Canada
in 2010, and while that is another bonus he
welcomes, he cautions that these youngsters can
only succeed if they do everything right over the
next eight years, and that means plenty of hard,
carefully coached work. Given his belief in the
strength of his current program, Wood anticipates
that he will focus on fine-tuning rather than a
radical makeover should new funding materialize.
“Our basic approach won’t change, although the
preparation program could be quite different
through innovation and new ideas and new
methods,” he says. “Whatever happens financially,
the interest in Canada will be higher, and that
means we will do even more.”

■ National ski team head coach, 1999 to present

■ Olympic Winter Games, 1992 (head technician),
1994 and 1998 (support coach), 2002 
(head coach) 

■ National junior team coach, 1996–1998

■ World Championships, 1991 and 1993 (head
technician), 1995 (support coach), 1999, 2001,
and 2003 (head coach and team leader)

■ B.C. team coach, 1994–1995

■ Canada Games coach, 1995

■ National team head technician, 1991–1993

■ B.C. ski team head coach, 1989–1990

■ NCCP Level 4

■ 3M Coaching Canada Award, 2002

Quick Facts about Dave Wood

BECKIE SCOTT is Canada’s first cross
country skier to stand on the
Olympic podium. 
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