
Beginner Technical Skills 
Relevant Competency Statements 

Select, plan, prepare, deliver, and evaluate activities to facilitate development of orienteering with 

Learn and Play participants 

Demonstrate inclusive orienteering coaching practices, modifying a coaching activity where required 

for participants of diverse backgrounds, abilities, and gender 

Performance Standards 
Familiarise the foundation level participant with equipment required for orienteering (i.e. map, 

control flag, timing devices, compass) 

Familiarise the foundation level participant with the rules of orienteering (e.g. visiting controls in 

order, OOB, reporting to finish regardless of whether course is finished, fair play) 

Describe a basic hierarchy of orienteering technical skill development 

Deliver coaching activities to address a variety of beginner orienteering technical skills: 

• Features of an orienteering map (e.g. colours, magnetic north, contours, course symbols, 

map symbols, legend, scale) 

• Relating map features to the terrain (and vice versa) 

• Orientating the map to magnetic north using map features and/or compass 

• Taking simple compass bearings with different types of compasses 

• Route choice 

• Identifying and using handrails, combining them together to get from point to point 

• Using simple attackpoints 

• Practice of map holding and folding, including reading the map on the move 

Prepare a course for an orienteering coaching activity using course setting software 

Equipment for Orienteering 
An important part of providing coaching to beginner participants (those in the Learn and Play phases 

of the OA Participant Pathway) is to familiarise them with the equipment used whilst orienteering. 

This can be separated into personal equipment: 

• Map 

• SI stick (or control card) 

• Compass 

• Protective/running clothing 

• Control description holder 

And organiser equipment 

• Control flags or another method of marking control site 

• SI units or another method of recording a participant has visited a control (e.g. control 

punch) 



• Start and finish 

Basic Rules of Orienteering 
When introducing/teaching beginners orienteering, it is important to cover the basic rules of 

orienteering, as well as safety and ethical considerations. 

Due to the nature of Orienteering, participants are often on their own and cannot easily be 

monitored by officials. Therefore, the onus is placed upon the individual participant to ensure they 

abide by the rules to promote fairness and honesty within the sport. They should also follow basic 

safety and ethical principles when orienteering as outlined below. 

Basic rules: 

• Orienteers shall not damage, hide, or remove any controls during an event.  

• Orienteers may only use a compass plus the map provided by the organizer during the 

event. 

• Orienteers must visit the controls in the specified order in a point-to-point orienteering 

event. 

• Orienteers must not cross areas marked on the map as uncrossable or out-of-bounds. 

• Orienteers shall not damage property such as fences, gates or equipment. 

• Orienteers shall not cross through gardens, or fields with newly planted or growing crops.  

Safety principles: 

• Orienteers should wear protective clothing appropriate for the terrain and conditions. 

• Orienteers should carry a safety whistle during the event. Often organisers of events will 

make this compulsory 

• Orienteers must report to the Finish official whether they are finished the course or not. 

• Orienteers must aid any injured participants they encounter on their course. 

• Orienteers crossing roads or railways must observe traffic rules. 

• Orienteering organizers should provide safety bearing information to all competitors. 

Ethical/Fair Play principles: 

• Orienteers should not follow other participants. 

• Orienteers should not discuss the course with other participants while still on the course. 

• Unless lost, orienteers should not ask another competitor for their location on the map 

• Orienteers who have finished a course should not divulge information about the course, 

map or terrain to others who have not yet started. 

• Orienteers shall respect the land and wilderness environment. 

• If an orienteer comes across an injured orienteer, they are obliged to abandon their course 

and render assistance. 

The website, www.learnorienteering.com, is a great resource for more comprehensive information 

for those new to orienteering. 

Hierarchy of Technical Skills 
Technical orienteering skills increase in complexity as orienteering becomes more 

difficult/competitive. However, most skills are developed from the basic level all the way through to 

http://www.learnorienteering.com/


the advanced level rather than replaced (e.g. simple map interpretation of a what a building looks 

like on the map through to complex contour interpretation in negative terrain). 

There are several resources representing skill hierarchy in orienteering which can be found in the 

references/further readings section of this module. One example is the steps of development 

outlined in the Cool, Awesome and Educational resource (accessed here): 

 

 

For the purposes of this module, skills that are relevant to a beginner orienteer include: 

• Understanding the purpose and features of an orienteering map 

• Relating the map to the ground and the ground to the map (map interpretation) 

• Map orientation 

• Navigating to a control, including the use of handrails and route choice 

• Relocation 

• Understanding control descriptions and codes 

• Map holding and folding  

Beginner Technical Skills 

Features of an Orienteering Map 
Orienteering maps are like a new language. Beginners should be taught: 

• Colours 

• Common symbols  

• Course features (e.g. start triangle, control site) 

  

https://issuu.com/byorienteering/docs/cool_book_ages6-15_english_web_final


Use BOLTS acronym 

• Border 

• Orientation – top is north and north lines 

• Legend – can be used to learn symbols/map features 

• Title – always oriented to north 

• Scale – including scale bar and what the conversion means (e.g. 1:10 000 means 1cm on map 

= 10 000 cm on ground = 100m on ground) 

  

Image retrieved from Learn Orienteering 

http://www.learnorienteering.com/maps.html


Can use some orienteering “games”, activities to help teach the map features. These activities are 

outlined in the OA Orienteering in Primary Schools Program Delivery Guide. 

• Matching Symbols Relay 

• Map walk 

 

Map interpretation 
Once a beginner is familiar with features of an orienteering map the next step is practice relating 

map features to the terrain and vice versa.  

• Map to ground: Look at the map and then find in the terrain 

• Ground to map: Look at the terrain and then place on the map 

Both of these strategies are important, and a beginner should get used to doing both. 

One of the best ways to practice this is a map walk/jog, usually in pairs or small groups with a coach 

allocated to each group. Check out the activity descriptor in the Primary School Program Delivery 

Guide for more information on this activity. 

https://orienteering.asn.au/index.php/program-delivery-guide/


 

Check out this video on the topic from ONZ: https://youtu.be/La-tQXoX5Bo 

Contours: 
An important part of map interpretation is understanding contours. Coaching contours can be a 

good classroom activity, followed up with practical application on an orienteering map. 

Contours are lines on a map that connect points of equal elevation. Contour lines describe the shape 

of the land. On an Orienteering map, contours are drawn as brown lines. The height difference 

between two contours is recorded on the map; usually 2m or 5m.  

Contours show how steep the land is: 

• Contours close together means the land is steep. 

• The further apart contours are, the gentler the slope. 

• No contours represent flat land. 

Contours help demonstrate high and low points in the terrain: 

• Highest point = smallish oval surrounded by larger ones indicate a high point 

• Lowest point = look for streams, marshes, or other bodies of water 

• Tags on a contour or cliff show downhill. 

Hills, peaks, knolls, mountains: A hill, peak, knoll or mountain is an area of high ground. From a 

hilltop, the ground slopes down in all directions. A hill is shown on a map by contour lines forming 

concentric circles. The inside of the smallest closed circle is the hilltop. 

https://youtu.be/La-tQXoX5Bo


 

Ridge: a ridge is a sloping line of high ground. 

 

Gully: a gully is a stretched-out groove in the land, usually formed by a watercourse, and has high 

ground on three sides. Gullies often “cut into” hills/ridges. 

 

Spur: A spur is a short, continuous sloping line of higher ground, normally jutting out from the side of 

a ridge. A spur is often formed by two roughly parallel streams cutting down the side of a ridge. The 

ground will slope down in three directions and up in one. 



 

Saddle: A saddle is a dip or low point between two areas of higher ground. 

 

These descriptions and pictures were accessed from: National Parks Association of NSW inc 

‘Interpreting map features’ (www.bushwalking101.org/interpreting-map-features). A similar 

description of contours and how they can be taught in the classroom can be found in Cool, Awesome 

and Educational. 

Map Orientation: 
Perhaps the most important skill in Orienteering is orientating the map - i.e. turning the map to fit 

the ground! Maps are not supposed to be held with the top of the map facing up, but instead the 

map should be held facing north and in the same orientation as the terrain around you. It's critical 

for beginners to realise from the start, that in all map-based activities, they need to keep the map 

orientated to North! When orientating the map it should be the body of the Orienteer that turns, 

NOT the map. The map stays pointed to Magnetic North. 

There are two ways to complete this.  

1. Orientate your map by features – Map matches the ground 

This is done without using the compass and requires you to look at large features ahead, beside and 

around you to use to align your map. The map is turned so the layout of the features on the map 

exactly matches the layout of the features in the area. Look for a prominent feature around you like 

a fence or a particular school building, and rotate the map to match. It is easiest to read a map when 

it is turned to fit the ground – and this becomes an essential skill when navigating in more complex 

terrain. 

The activity “Counting Cones” in the Primary/Secondary School Program Delivery guides can be a 

great way to teach/learn this type of map orientation: 

http://www.bushwalking101.org/interpreting-map-features


 

2. Orientate your map by compass 

Line the blue north lines on the map with the north pointing arrow of your compass. This method is 

useful if there are no obvious features to reference, e.g. low visibility or featureless terrain. Your 

compass will provide you the accurate alignment you need so that you can confidently choose the 

direction you wish to head. 

Using either of these two methods, the following two steps can be used to point you in the right 

direction. 

1. Turn map so the direction of travel faces out from your bellybutton (typically from where 

you are to the next control - often marked with a pink line on the map). 

2. Rotate yourself as a unit with your map until the map is oriented using a major linear 

feature, several point features or north on compass lines up with north lines on map. The 

direction you are facing is the direction you want to go. 

Types of Compass: 
There are many different types and brands of compasses. The most common types are: 

• Baseplate compass – the compass is housed on a flat plastic plate and is held in the hand. 

This type of compass is good for taking a very accurate bearing. 



• Thumb compass – the compass is housed on a modified base plate that can be worn on the 

thumb. The benefit of this design means that the compass and map can be held and read 

together, allowing quick map orientation and bearings. The downside is that taking a very 

accurate bearing is more difficult. 

Compass Bearings: 
A compass can also be used to take a bearing, not just to orientate the map. The following steps can 

be followed to take a compass bearing: 

1. Place your compass on the map and use the baseline to make a straight line between your 

current position and your destination. 

2. Turn yourself and the compass until the compass needle is parallel with the map north lines. 

3. Now the sighting line will point towards your destination. Spot a landmark and start moving. 

Images accessed from https://silva-usa.com/amfile/file/download/file/457 

The following video also runs through the process of orientating the map using a compass and taking 

a bearing: https://youtu.be/Pgm6WI0n-K8 

Navigating to a control 
Once a beginner can interpret and orientate a basic orienteering map, they will then need to learn 

how to navigate to each control on an orienteering course. Navigating means deciding on what route 

to take to get around a course. It involves working out which direction to go and what features you 

will pass as you go along. 

Baseplate compass. Sourced from 
http://www.corko.net/news-
1/tenelementsoforienteering-compassskills 

https://silva-usa.com/amfile/file/download/file/457
https://youtu.be/Pgm6WI0n-K8


There are several activities in the Primary/Secondary School Program Delivery guides that can be used 

to develop the following skills in course navigation. They can be run in urban or forest areas. 

Route choice 
Some key questions to consider when choosing a route are: 

1. How runnable is the terrain? 

2. Are there available handrails? 

3. Where are good attack points? 

4. Is there a good catching feature? 

5. Should you choose a safe or riskier navigation option? 

6. How can I avoid any unnecessary steep terrain or climb 

It can be useful for a beginner to plan their route prior to leaving the control. 

Handrails: 
Handrails in orienteering are features that you can easily follow. Tracks and roads are the most 

obvious, but you can follow fences, streams, ditches, the edges of fields, and other long, narrow 

features just as easily. Following a “handrail” takes much less concentration than following a 

compass bearing. Also, since the handrail is illustrated on the map and a compass bearing isn’t, 

following the handrail makes it much easier to keep track of exactly where you are. 

At the start of each leg, it is useful to read the map to find the best landmark that will take you from 

your current control to your next. At the end of the leg, ask yourself if you felt confident following 

your chosen handrail. 

Where a handrail does not span an entire leg, several handrails can be combined to help navigate 

from one control to the next. This video from Orienteering New Zealand discusses this skill in more 

detail: https://youtu.be/5lX-_cWSk0E 

Checking off features 
A key skill navigating from one control to the next is checking off key features along the way. 

Features you mentally “check off” along a route that tell you you’re on track. This is often referred to 

as “staying in contact with the map.” 

Sourced from https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/ 

 

https://youtu.be/5lX-_cWSk0E
https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/


Beginners may find it useful to pre plan what features they intend to see. At the start of each leg, 

make a list in your head of the things you will see on the way to your next control. When you’re 

ready, make your way to your next control and check off the things on your list as you pass them. 

Attackpoints 
An attack point is an obvious feature located near the control that can be easily located on the map 

and in the terrain. It is used as a ‘jumping-off’ point to locate the control with careful navigation. 

Beginners may find it useful to identify an attackpoint at the start of each leg, then navigate to the 

attackpoint as if there is a control there. Once at the attackpoint use careful navigation to cover the 

remaining distance to the control. 

 

Sourced from https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/ 

Catching features 
Also known as a 'collecting feature' or 'backstop', this is a noticeable feature beyond another feature 

or control that indicates the destination has been passed up. 

Sourced from https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/ 

 

https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/
https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/


Relocation: 
Relocation is how you use the terrain around you to work out where you are when you don’t know 

where you are. It is also a key skill to combine with the use of catching features. Understanding map 

features is key to successful relocation. 

To relocate an individual may use a combination of the following: 

• Determine the position last known on the map 

• Locate a unique, obvious and/or large feature in the terrain 

• Look for this feature close to last known position, particularly in the direction of planned 

travel. 

• Check the direction of linear features (e.g. track or fence) using the compass 

• Get high to get a better view 

If in doubt, beginners should be taught how to use the safety bearing the return to the assembly 

area of the competition or training. 

Control Descriptions and Codes: 
Although the checkpoint is always directly in the centre of the control circle, the control description 

gives you a bit more information on exactly where the checkpoint is placed, e.g. which side of the 

tree it is on. 

Each control has a code (or number) to uniquely identify it during an event. This code will be shown 

on the control descriptions, allowing a competitor to check they are in the correct position. This will 

help prevent missing a control or punching the wrong control and being disqualified. It’s important 

to help beginners develop good habits, checking the code for every control on their course. 

This video outlines how to find your checkpoint, including reading control description and codes: 

https://youtu.be/uqmvpU52Srk 

 

Sourced from https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/ 

Map Holding and Folding 
Whilst they might not sound like difficult skills, helping a beginner hold and fold their map effectively 

will assist with their ability to read their map and navigate. 

Sourced from OA Orienteering in Primary 
Schools Program Delivery Guide 

https://youtu.be/uqmvpU52Srk
https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/


Some key teaching points: 

• Hold the map in your compass hand and keep it parallel to the ground (horizontal). 

• Fold the map parallel to the direction you headed so your thumb can continually point to 

your position on the map (thumbing). 

o This will result in subtle refolding for each control but will make it easier to keep up 

with your navigation and orientate the map. 

• Thumbing the map - Keeping your thumb on your current location makes it easier to find 

where you are when you look back at the map. 

o Each time you look at the map update your thumb position to where you think you 

are. 

Planning Coaching Activities 
Once coaches know about some of the key skills that should be taught to beginners, they will then 

need to be able to organise coaching activities to address these skills. General information in 

“Preparation, Delivery and Evaluation of an orienteering session” module 

Orienteering New Zealand has developed specific lesson plans/guides for specific skills – found here. 

Click on the “coaching techniques” tab under each of the different type of NZ orienteering coach to 

access these helpful documents. 

Setting Orienteering Courses 
Now you know how to teach technical orienteering skills to beginners, its important to know how to 

set up coaching activities to deliver this teaching.  

Orienteering coaching activities/courses can be: 

1. Drawn onto a printed orienteering map using a pen 

2. Drawn onto an electronic orienteering map using course setting software such as Purple 

Pen. 

There are lots of resources for using purple pen, a free software that can be downloaded from 

https://purplepen.golde.org/ 

  Purple Pen Tutorial, Columbia River Orienteering Club 

  Introduction to Purple Pen for Course Setting video, Orienteering Victoria 

  Purple Pen Instruction Manual, Orienteering WA 

  Using Purple Pen for Course Planning, Orienteering SA 

  

https://www.orienteering.org.nz/coaching-framework/
https://purplepen.golde.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PRMByZhgspI&t=197s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0HFSzC6EyY0&t=4s
https://www.wa.orienteering.asn.au/about-us/technical-guidelines-v1/15-event-planning/1075-purple-pen
https://sa.orienteering.asn.au/images/gfolder/about/guidelines_policy/EventManagement/14%20Using%20Purple%20Pen%20For%20Course%20Planning.pdf
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