
STUDENT ATHLETE MECHANICAL RESPONSIBILITIES: by Calvin Jones 
 
This article will review recommended bicycle technical skills and knowledge that 

NICA coaches and volunteers should attempt to develop in their student-athletes.  
 
Even at the professional level, it is the expectation that the competitive cyclist is 

ultimately responsible for his or her equipment. However, for NICA racing it is 

simply not reasonable to expect young and inexperienced riders to fully accept 

responsibility. As coaches, your goal at a minimum should be to develop in your 

student-athletes an understanding of when equipment is working well and when 

there appears to be a problem. They should learn to verbalize what they are feeling 

and experiencing on the bike, which gives you a good beginning in resolving the 

issue. 
 
Develop a plan so your student-athletes receive at least a basic mechanical 

education to help them become more mechanically self-sufficient. Do not assume 

your team members will learn basic and proper mechanical knowledge by  “just 

hanging around” other cyclists. Just like sprinting, hill climbing, or descending, 

consider mechanical work to be a teachable skill. Just like basic knowledge of 

nutrition, health, and physiology, basic mechanical principles need to be part of your 

team curriculum. 
 
Begin first with teaching and modeling the correct names of components and parts 

of the bike. The names of parts should be known without hesitation. When there is a 

problem with the rear derailleur, they should not be calling it “the thing on the 

back”.  
 
Teach the students to get familiar with their racing machines by performing a 

routine and basic pre-workout check. Perform this pre-workout check as a group so 

you can supervise and teach the process. It is also useful for your team riders to see 

problems that are found on the different bikes. For example, hearing a loose headset 

rattle, or seeing a cut tire tread or a wobbly wheel on other bikes is very helpful to 

new riders.  
 
The Pre-Workout Checklist does not require any tools. However, it also gives no 

actual information on fixing the issue or problem. The purpose of the check is to find 

problems by performing a routine check. By checking often, the students will see 

what is normal and what has begun to wear or fail. See this procedure at 

http://www.mnhscl.com/uploads/2/8/3/6/28361881/pre-workout-bike-



checklist.pdf  See also the supportive video: http://www.mnhscl.com/basic-bike-

check.html   
 
Hold a team meeting around routine maintenance of the bike. This provides a great 

opportunity to introduce basic skills, such as cleaning the bike, lubricating the chain, 

checking and basic adjustments to shifting, and tire replacement. Keep each session 

short and focused. Emphasise hands-on work, keeping lecturing to a minimum. 
 
These gatherings will require supervisory staff and some basic tool sets. It does not 

take a lot of tools, however, to get a lot of work done.  Try to have some extra 

volunteer staff on hand to help when students do the hands-on learning. For basic 

team tool sets, see TEAM TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT. 
 
It is not necessary to give full professional mechanic training to the students. 

However there are some recommended basic mechanical skills that should be 

taught to your NICA athletes. Here is a minimal list of topics to cover: 
 

● Inflate tires and check tire pressure using tire gauge 
o This is simply attaching the head of a floor pump and getting the tire 

up to correct pressure.  
● Remove and replace front and rear wheels 

o A basic skill every student will need. Take a wheel out, then put it 

back, well aligned, with no brake pads rubbing at the rim or rotor, 

secured safely by hub nuts or quick release. 
● Remove and replace tires 

o Tires will need to eventually be replaced, and having the students do 

the work is very empowering. However, tubeless tires may require 

some more assistance by the coaches. 
● Remove and replace inner tubes 

o Again a basic skill even for students riding tubeless tires. During a 

race it may be necessary to put in a tube for any tire. 
● Patch inner tubes 

o If the hole in the inner tube is small, and not a large rip, it can be 

successfully patched, and the tube becomes spare. This is usually not 

done during the race, but it does help keep the cost of racing down by 

having this skill. 
● Adjusting seat post height and securing seat post binder 

o Athletes should be checking their own saddle height and will need to 

raise the saddles to find what works for them. 
● Lubricate the chain 

o Knowing when to lube, and not to over lube, then wipe off excess 

lubrication with a rag 
● Adjusting derailleur limit screws and index setting 



o This is a relatively complex topic. Teaching the adjustments will 

empower the rider as well.   
● Clean the bike 

o This can be simply wiping off the bike. Teaching a full washing 

involves more equipment and a place to make a mess. Be prepared for 

this before beginning a proper wash.  
 
Information on how to perform these repairs and services are available through 

bicycle repair manuals and at various websites on the Internet. See also the Park 

Tool Repair Help website,  http://www.parktool.com/blog/repair-help  
 
Having a good grounding in basic mechanic skills will help your athletes deal with 

any problems and mechanical issues during the race. Quickly and correctly 

diagnosing the problem, and then having practiced the skills  necessary to fix the 

problem will serve them well.  Include these types of skills after their basic training 

using the article:  IN-THE-RACE-REPAIRS: MECHANICAL SKILLS USEFUL TO 

STUDENT-ATHLETES 
 
RECOMMENDED STUDENT MINIMAL SPARE PARTS KIT 
Bike racing will consume components through the normal wear and tear of training 

and racing. Families and student-athletes should assume some equipment will be 

consumed over a season of racing. The family budget will of course be a factor in 

determining what investment to make. The team may also be able to provide access 

to some of these parts. A recommended basic spare parts kit is below: 
  

● Spare rear derailleur hanger 
●  Purchase to fit the exact bike brand and model 

● Two spare tires 
● Tires are going to wear out. Tires can also become cut, making them 

unsafe and unusable. Other options are to stock different tire treads, 

such as mud specific tires. 
● Four spare inner tubes 

● Match the size to the wheels on the bike. It is also useful for the team 

to have all matching inner tube valve types. Coaches may also want to 

consider converting the entire team to Presta valve tubes only as the 

most universal cycling standard. See that any Schrader drilled rim has 

a valve hole reducer to accept Presta valves. 
● Spare chain 

● Chains are going to wear and require replacing. Chains can also break. 
● Match the width (speed rating) and brand of the current chain 

● Rear cassette 
● The cassette may often need to be replaced when the chain is replaced 

● Brake pads-4, fitting the bike caliper type 
● Spare shift cables- 2 cables 
● Spare grips-one pair 

 


