Chapter Nine

David’s Story: Writing toward
the Podium

“I like free writing . . . it’s a meditation, trying to open up the mind and go
for it.”
David Chamberlain

David Chamberlain began cross-country skiing at the age of 5 in the
foothills of western Maine. At age 7, he began racing. Like the parents of
countless young athletes, the Chamberlains shuttled their son throughout New England from one ski race to another. A blonde-haired wisp
of a boy, David fused superb technique with a titanic engine. Even back
then, people knew that David had the tools to go far.
And he did. By the age of 31 in the midst of his ski-racing prime,
David boasted a résumé that placed him among the world’s elite
skiers. A two-time NCAA All-American, two-time North American
SuperTour Champion, and three-time World Championship competitor with the U.S. Ski Team, David raced across our planet’s snow belt.
Sponsored by sports companies and the Maine Winter Sports Center,
David worked as a full-time athlete with his sights set on the Winter
Olympic Games.
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World-class cross-country ski racers train year-round and use April
as a recovery month. Known for their cardiovascular fitness, Nordic
skiing athletes compete in two techniques: classic (looks like running
on skis) and freestyle (looks like ice skating on skis). Races range in
distance from sprints of 1 kilometer (.6 of a mile) to marathons of
50 kilometers (30 miles). “Physiological testing shows cross-country
skiers to be some of the fittest athletes in the world. The Norwegian
champion Bjorn Daehlie, for example, has the highest oxygen uptake
of any athlete ever tested” (Nash and Loomis, 2000). And when ESPN
gathered a panel of experts to rank sixty sports for their degree of difficulty, Nordic skiing landed among the four toughest in the distance
endurance sports along with rowing, cycling, track & field distance
events (ESPN, 2011).
To complement and inform his life as an athlete, David wrote in
a journal and training log. He kept blogs for Maine Winter Sports
Center and FasterSkier.com, an online ski-racing magazine. He also
exchanged email and letters with coaches and advisors (e.g., physical
therapists, doctors, ski technicians). In the following section David’s
writing and his insights reveal the role writing can play in an elite
athlete’s career.

David’s Writing
After graduating from Bates College, David settled into life as a fulltime athlete at the age of 22. Ten years later, at the height of his career,
he trained 850 hours a year and constantly packed and unpacked his
equipment to travel throughout the world (Figure 9.1).
Even without the big-money endorsements of prime-time professional athletes, David’s life would pique almost anyone’s wanderlust—
training in a Norwegian indoor ski tunnel, racing in Europe in front of
thousands of passionate fans, and skiing the early snow at Yellowstone.
David’s athletic life focused on training and competing, traveling and
eating. In a journal entry on the first training day of the year, David
reveals one constant challenge: finding the capacity to fully rest on
recovery days (Figure 9.2).
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Figure 9.1 Packing List for Europe

David’s journal entry could serve as an engaging prompt for young
athletes to read and write about.
Looking at the variety of writing that David undertakes throughout a year reveals the different ways his words provide support and
complement his athletic and personal lives. Among the most important
writing activities any athlete undertakes are training plans and training
logs.

Training Plan and Training Log
A training plan is an athlete’s road map for the year; a training log
is a record of that yearlong journey. Often designed in 3-week training cycles that build upon one another, an effective training plan for
a Nordic skiing athlete guides the racer toward peaking at the most
significant races of the season. In David’s case, World Cup events and
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05/01/06
The first day of training for 06/07! I am doing something a little different this year. The first
day of training is going to be a recovery day. Something that I have noticed over the years is
that I have absolutely no trouble motivating myself for hard training days. It is the rest days
that I need motivation for. Rest days are for staying inside and putting up the feet with a
good book. And not only that, they are for emotional rest. The athlete that is good at simply
doing nothing and validating that activity is the athlete that has a training edge. The spaces
that are carved out in the day to do nothing are the times that real recovery takes place. That
means putting aside the stack of bills, turning off the phone, closing the email program, and
tune out all the mental conversations that happen inside the head. The most important thing
is being able to push aside the nagging feeling that no “progress” is being made while I am
wrapped up in my covers watching Groundhog Day on DVD. Although any good sport
scientist will tell you that is when the progress is made.
Figure 9.2 Journal Entry “Rest days”

the U.S. National Championship week often stand out as the critical
competition periods.
A training plan is not a monolith. Such plans may be tweaked and
revised according to an athlete’s performance in training and competition. Moreover, if David is injured or laid low with an illness, his training plan is adapted. At the end of each day, David records his actual
training numbers, activities, and notes in his training log.
Figure 9.3 shows David’s training log for the first week of the 2006–
2007 training and competitive year. Notice that the exercise times are
listed in the different training levels. These training levels are based on
David’s heart rate (e.g., L1 = Level 1, working heart range of 120 to 145
beats per minute; L2, Level 2, working heart range of 130 to 155 beats
per minute). In the right-hand column of the training log, David writes
notes at the end of each day to record what he did for exercise, how
he felt (“F–legs tight” = Feeling–legs tight), and who he worked with.
To further capture the effectiveness of a training day, David uses the
symbols + (good), 0 (normal), – (not good). It’s interesting to note as he
explained during an interview that he continually adapted his training
log throughout his career:
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Figure 9.3 David’s Training Log, May 1–7, 2006.
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Every year I change how I keep my training log. I might do it on the computer or I
might have a little notebook . . . or a three-ring binder—I don’t think I have had two
years in a row where I’ve done the same thing. I don’t know why that is, but I think I
am always looking for a different way, something that works. I don’t quite know why
I haven’t found it; each way is fine, but . . . I think part of it might be that each year, it
is nice to have a fresh start. It’s like buying a new notebook, you know.
(Personal interview, April 17, 2006)

Both the training numbers and the words in David’s log provide him
with the necessary information to assess the ongoing season and, at the
end of that season, to plan for the next.

Making Meaning, a Writing Activity
To help David think more about his Training Plan, I led him through
a writing activity called “Making Meaning” (Kent, 2000, pp. 41–43).
This activity helps athletes unpack and make sense of issues like
training, coaches, or losses that they may face; such activities can also
frontload team or athlete–coach discussions. Notice how this activity
builds to a statement about training plans that helps David express
his thinking:
Making Meaning of Your Training Plan
Step one: Using single words name some of what a training plan is to you. Place
those words on the left-hand side of your paper.
Structure
Guide
Order
Log
Challenge
Future
Results
Rigid
Overwhelming
Cumbersome
Step two: Name the opposite of those words to create a dialectic. This is important because reconciling (i.e., merging) opposites or reasoning contrary arguments
helps us arrive at the truth (i.e., there are always two sides to everything):
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Structure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Guide . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Order . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Log . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Challenge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Future  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Rigid  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Overwhelming . . . . . . . . . . . .
Cumbersome  . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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chaos
lost
disarray
unrecorded
easy
past
content
flexible
simple
light

Step three: Place some of the opposing words in a true sentence about training
plans:
If I do not have my training plan as a guide I feel lost.
I would like to enjoy the content of the training plan as well as the results it can give me.
A training plan should feel light rather than cumbersome.
Step four: In the final step, we use strict form to help us make meaning. Write
one paragraph of five sentences about your training program using the following
guidelines:
Sentence 1, a five-word statement
Sentence 2, a question
Sentence 3, two independent clauses combined by a semi-colon
Sentence 4, a sentence with an introductory phrase
Sentence 5, a two-word statement
Training plans are sometimes stifling. When do they become this? On the days
my body feels good the training plan seems fine; on days when my body feels bad
I am scared that the training plan is too much for me. In July and November and
sometimes the end of January, these are the months that I feel this the most. Must
change.
–July 27, 2006, Pineland Farms

Making Meaning focused David’s attention by identifying the issues
he faces with his training plans. That kind of organized thought can
only help him as he designs his next training plan.
Of the writing David accomplishes during his year, journals address
both the day-to-day issues and the larger career-centered concerns.
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Reading David’s journals creates a vibrant picture of one elite athlete’s
journey—his accomplishments, disappointments, and demons.

Journals
Some athletes write daily journals as if these entries are simply one
more training activity to check off during a training day. As for David,
he wrote daily training log entries, but when it came to his journal, he
explained, “Sometimes two weeks go by and I don’t write anything.
Sometimes two weeks go by and I write something every day. It’s more
[about] curiosity . . . why am I feeling this way?”
Those “whys” continually surface in his writing. “All those other
things that happen outside of the training session, those are probably
equally important as what I’ve done during training . . .” like if he’s
had a real stressful week. He goes on to explain that “There are certain
things that just kind of throw you off” and these topics often motivate
this athlete’s journal writing.
In a 570-day period, David wrote 300 entries. Those entries were
as short as a few words and as extensive as multi-paged entries with
hundreds of words and sketches. Generally speaking, David’s journal
entries can be categorized as either personal or technical. Looking at the
themes of his entries, as well as how often he writes about those themes,
presents an idea of this athlete’s physical and emotional needs as well
as the benefits journals might provide.

Themes: What Does a World-Class Athlete Write About?
In David’s case, just about anything. . . . Throughout his handwritten journal books and typed entries, a reader finds David’s menu for
a game-day football party and drawings of Yoga poses and stretches
(Figure 9.4). Readers would not be surprised to see journal entries that
focus on heart rate and health (Figure 9.5).
There’s also an experiment in seeking balance suggested by a
massage therapist. David called the experimentation “The Left Hand
Project.” Figure 9.6 shows a small section of the entry. The central paragraph of the journal reads,
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Figure 9.4 Journal Entry “Yoga poses and stretches”

Figure 9.5 Journal Entry “Heart-rate”
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Figure 9.6 Journal Entry “The Left Hand Project”

When I write with my left hand, what comes out of my head? The left hand project
means only to write with my left hand all the time I am working on the left hand project. To write with my left hand may allow me to work on producing better alignment
in my body. I have also heard that sometimes it allows the mind to open up a little
[more] to address parts of me that remain hidden. Plus, it looks cool, like I am six years
old again.
092806

Twenty-eight central themes emerged in a year and a half of David’s
journals (Figure 9.7). The most commonly addressed themes reveal a
balance between his personal life and his athletic life.
Naturally, some journal entries included multiple themes; in addition, certain major themes incorporated a series of subthemes. When
David wrote about his emotions, for example, he also wrote about meditation and Tarot card readings.
What seems central in all of this is that David is thinking and writing
about issues that matter to him as a professional athlete and as a person.
He writes about corporate sponsorships and his training, being a husband and a friend. Here are two examples from David’s journal. One is
a personal journal entry and the second is an athletic journal entry.

To Ski or Not, a Personal Journal
Near the end of the 2006–2007 competitive year, David writes fourteen
pages of journal entries over a four-day period about whether to keep
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Personal Journal Themes
Loneliness . . . 18 entries
Family . . . 13 entries
Emotional Self . . . 12 entries

157

Athletic Journal Themes
Training Sessions . . . 15 entries
Focus . . . 13 entries
Physical Conditioning . . . 13 entries

Journal Themes and Frequency of Entries
Loneliness . . . 18
Training sessions . . . 15
Family and friends . . . 13
Focus . . . 13
Physical conditioning . . . 13
Emotional self . . . 12
Food . . . 12
Dreams . . . 11
Body tension . . . 10
Colors and visualization . . . 10
Awareness of body and mind . . . 10
Relaxation and breathing . . . 10
Preparation, control, routine . . . 10
Yoga . . . 10

Understanding the human body . . . 10
Writing . . . 9
Bettering oneself . . . 8
Need for accomplishment . . . 8
Self-esteem, playfulness . . . 8
Schedules and lists . . . 8
Equipment and company sponsors . . . 8
Balance, alignment, and symmetry . . . 7
Asserting oneself . . . 7
Need for fulfillment and satisfaction . . . 7
Optimism, personal goals, and selfencouragement . . . 6
Questioning career and life plan . . . 6
Frustration with training or body . . . 3
The world (environment, economy) . . . 3

Figure 9.7 Themes and Frequency of Entries for David’s Journals

ski racing or not. He’s 32 years old, has nearly 200-sanctioned ski races
to his credit, and has an offer to coach and teach at a well-regarded
independent school. In his first entry on the topic, David organizes his
decision making in a step-by-step process. Next, he thinks through his
future plans by posing central questions (Figure 9.8).
Like many of us during decision-making times, David creates a
side-by-side comparison in Figure 9.9 as part of his process. Notice how
the theme of “giving up” pervades the opening lines on both sides of
the comparison. It’s also interesting to see how David creates a foundational statement near the bottom of the journal that reveals other
peoples’ influence on him.
On day four, David devotes an entire page to a sketch showing
where he stands with his decision making (Figure 9.10). David looks to
be a deep hole.
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*What is it I am trying to accomplish with skiing?
Where do I even start? There is so much there, so many emotional trails,
I have no clue which one to start on first? Why do I want to give up on the
path I have chosen?
Do I feel that paths are closing in on me?
		
Yes
(money, money, money)
Do I feel that I truly desire to go in a different direction?
		
No
Do I feel that I don’t have the energy for another season?
		
Yes, but that can change quickly.
Do I feel helpless in finding the energy for another season,
how do I do this?
		
Yes
Do I feel that I actually have no clue what I am
doing with anything?
		
Yes
Why have I been a skier, why do I want to be a skier?
		
I really don’t know.
Is all this on a body level, the feeling that my body is pooping out on me?
		
Could be.
If I had everything I wanted in skiing, results, security, money to be a skier, the thrill
of the big competitions, along with it the emotions of being at the top, the lights
(Actually, what I really want is the feeling that me and my body actually belong
there, with all that goes along with it.), the suits, the crowds, the cameras, would I
simple rest on those laurels when I was done and not seek out new challenges? I am
trying to put my finger on something here, and I can’t do it. Maybe these emotional
trails as I called them all lead back to the same place? Where is that and how do I
get there?
Figure 9.8 Journal Entry March 8, 2007

Also on day four, David writes a full page free-write on his decision, and then he identifies the central features of his decision making
by writing the following:
•
•
•
•
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Figure 9.9 Ski Career v. Coach or Teacher

Ultimately, David makes his decision in his third March 12th entry:
How did I put it? Mostly this decision is about whether or not I want to continue skiing at the same level that I have been. If I had been given this scenario 2 or 3 years from
now, I would have jumped at the chance to run the ski program. But I do not have the
sense of completion with my ski career, I don’t know if I am dealing with

It’s interesting that David ends his 14th and final entry with an incomplete sentence that trails off, as if, in a small way, he continues the
debate. But after 5 days of thinking and writing—and discussions with
important others—his decision is made: David continues ski racing for
another 3 years.

Writing the Previous Season, an Athletic Journal
As he completes one athletic year and begins planning the next, David
reviews the data he has collected in his training logs, race results,
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Figure 9.10 Journal Entry “I am here.”

journals, notes, and blogs. Then, he summarizes the year in a journal
entry (Figure 9.11) and debriefs his initial thinking and new training
plan with coaches and advisors. Writing this journal reflection helps
David think more clearly about the previous year’s plan—what worked
well and what didn’t. This year-end journal entry is like the Team
Notebook’s Pre- and Postseason Thoughts—providing a place to look
back in an effort to make sense of what happened.
He undertakes this planning work during the recovery month of
April and explains
I look back to go forward. There are all sorts of emotions behind [planning for the next
season]—it’s exciting, but there is also the element of wondering what to do and if
you are doing the right things, thinking about the right things. It is a fun time but it
is also a little bit . . . I tread really carefully with where I am looking . . . there is some
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April 2006
Thoughts on training for 2005–2006:
I started in May and early June with about 6 weeks of volume and only L3 workouts
where I monitored my lactate very carefully, keeping it at or below 3mmol. I used
long distance workouts in the afternoon for recovery and L2 workouts the day after,
fitting in strength where I could. I did 2, sometimes 3, intensity workouts a week.
This period went very well, I was rested, engaged and having a great time with the
training.
Through June, July and the start of August, I did similar weeks to the period above,
only every fourth week did a week of L4 and L5 interval sessions, 2-3 interval sessions. The one bump in the road was the last few weeks of July where I felt a bit run
down. I backed off the volume a bit, took a few rest days and felt restored by the
time I left for Italy in mid-August.
The next phase was an altitude camp in August, early September on Stelvio Pass. I
felt great and got some very solid training in. The core of the training was easy volume, with some L3 sessions after the first week of acclimation. With help from the
Nor. Biathlon Team staff I was carefully monitoring my intensity level through lactate levels. Despite crashing my roller skis in the last week, this trip was a success.
I took one week very easy with little training after Italy then started up with a 3-week
block of intensity. I did 3 sessions of L4 or L5 each week with long distance workouts in
between for recovery. I felt very good during this block, but looking back this may have
been too much too soon. Two weeks of intensity, less intervals, more L3 in between
4–5, less interval sessions, less hours? These are questions I am asking myself.
October was spent at altitude, a very similar camp to Italy only a little less volume.
I was run-down towards the end, this is something that continues to trouble me. I
did reasonably high volume for the first week with no interval sessions. The second
week there was volume, two L3 workouts and a time trial. The last week I did 2 L3
workouts and some recovery days. This camp ended the summer and fall training.
Through the winter months the focus was racing. Earlier in the winter, when I had
a weekend off, I would put in a little more volume and some L4 intensity sessions.
During the weeks with races on both weekends, I would do a short, easy L3 session
to “repair the threshold”. During the two weeks before Nationals I did two L3 sessions, a time trial, and easy training.

Figure 9.11 Journal Entry “Thoughts on training for 2005–2006”. (continued)
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The times when I felt the best were Yellowstone, US Nationals and the Midwest
Nor/Am’s. The times when I felt the worst were the Alaska races, the World Cups
and
the race after
March 1st.
He
undertakes
this planning
work during the recovery month of April and explains
I got very
sickback
in Europe,
sickest IThere
have been
am tracing
that back
I look
to gothe
forward.
are in
allyears,
sortsand
of Iemotions
behind
to too many races and a poor emotional state in late January, early February. Even
with no
racing the
few season]
weeks of– February,
good
training,
it was too
[planning
for last
the next
it’s exciting,
but rest
thereand
is also
the element
much to overcome and pretty much ruined the rest of season. Spring series was a
of wondering
what to
and self.
if you are doing the right things, thinking
disaster;
I was not feeling
mydousual

about
theweeks
right Ithings.
It istaking
a fun time
butDays
it is off,
alsoand
a little
I tread
The last
three
have been
a rest.
somebit…
short
easy bike
rides in the sunshine have helped me recover. I am feeling much better and am startreally carefully with where I am looking… there is some anxiety there for
ing to feel the desire to train come back.
sure. It’s what I do; it definitely affects how I perform next season.

Figure 9.11 Journal Entry “Thoughts on training for 2005–2006”. (continued)

Sometimes a little thing can make the difference between a great season
and one that’s less … It’s an important time. (Personal interview, April

anxiety there for sure. It’s what I do; it definitely affects how I perform next season.
17, 2006)
Sometimes
a little thing can make the difference between a great season and one that’s
less . . . It’s an important time. (Personal interview, April 17, 2006)

David’s 2005–2006 race results reveal the effectiveness of his previous year’s training. During the year, his most successful race period
occurred
during
January
at Yellowstone,
in during
the U.S.
Nationals,
and
During the year,
his most
successful
race period occurred
January
at Yellowstone,
in the Midwest Nor/Am Championships. Next to these weeks in his
in the US Nationals, and in the Midwest Nor/Am Championships. Next to these weeks in
training log he wrote, “Feeling very good.” Figure 9.12 shows his
his training
log from
he wrote,
“Feeling2006
very good.”
Figure 9.12
race results from
race
results
January
as recorded
onshows
the his
International
Ski
Federation website (www.fis-ski.com). As David plans for the next
January 2006 as recorded on the International Ski Federation website (www.fis-ski.com). !
season, he would certainly look closely at the training that led up to
"#!$%&'(!)*%+#!,-.!/01!+12/!#1%#-+3!he
would certainly look closely at the training that
these
superb performances.
David’s 2005-2006 race results reveal the effectiveness of his previous year’s training.

led up to these superb performances.

Figure
inin
January
2006
Figure 9.12
9.12,David
DavidChamberlain’s
Chamberlain’sResults
Results
January
2006
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Figure 9.13 The Process of Creating a Training Plan

David’s process of designing a training plan is depicted in Figure 9.13.
The amount of data he collects and analyzes with his advisors ensures a
broad and careful look at the critical pieces of this athlete’s year.

Blogs
Keeping blogs helped showcase David’s racing life and as a result promoted his corporate sponsors. Beyond the promotional benefits, blog
writing provided David with another opportunity to reflect on his athletic and personal life. Such an activity serves as a unique approach for
an athlete because he will write with an audience in mind. For David
and most of us, adding a readership changes how we writers think and
write. In a paragraph of a May 6, 2006, journal entry, David ponders his
voice and audience:
One question that I always seem to run up against when I write is where does my
voice come from? And to whom am I writing? The obvious answer that jumps out is
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from me and to me. With a closer look I am not so sure that is the right answer. . . . It
would be my goal to have a writing product that is utterly my own voice, but how
many influences do I have on this voice?

Writing on a blog is different than writing in a private journal. In his
private journal, David wrestles with the influence of his athletic posse—
his coaches, advisors, sponsors, friends, and family. This group shares
ideas, beliefs, and suggestions with David and can influence his thinking and decision making. However, when David writes on one of his
blogs, he is mindful of both his posse and audience (e.g., fans, younger
athletes).
Having an audience can stretch a writers’ thinking in a variety of
ways and create opportunities for athletes to be self-promotional or selfdeprecating. Audience can make an athlete more guarded. For example,
David did not debate quitting ski racing on his blog. An audience can
also “motivate revision” (MacArthur, & Karchmer-Klein, 2010, p. 57)
and sometimes such writing, especially when connected to sponsors,
gets sanitized.

And so . . .
Having competed in 258 races on the international circuit, David
ended his ski-racing career with 39 podiums and 113 top-ten finishes.
Although he did not compete in a Winter Olympic Games, David lived
his athletic life without compromise and performed at his highest level.
No sponsor, coach, or country could ask for more.

Kent_Book.indd 164

9/26/11 3:19:26 PM

