There is a lot of instructor training going on in the paddlesports world, and different programs have different emphases. Should you be able to rescue someone in under a minute or paddle in eight foot breaking seas to be a great instructor? 

I take the tact that an instructor needs to be able to relate to his/her students on their level and be able to provide each individual what they need. Sensitivity, a soft skill, is required, along with a good knowledge of learning styles, leadership styles and the self.

Of course hard skills are important - but where are most of your beginners going to be taught? We usually teach in a protected bay, marina or lake. Why? Mostly because we do not want to cause fear in our new paddlers - fear is one distraction that can block learning and so keeping fear far away is the best thing we can do. 

In the same vein, the development of an instructor should model what we want to present to a beginner. A budding group of instructors brings a mix of learning styles, experience and perspectives. We want to apply to them the same deference we apply to beginners - the skill of orienting the course to "the lowest common denominator" while still challenging the most able.

Let us start with learning styles - doing, watching, feeling and thinking. One of the biggest soft skills an instructor can have is recognizing learning styles in students and knowing how to teach to them. One big obstacle in this communication is not knowing what our own learning style is - because like it or not, we probably teach in a style that we use for learning. For example, I learn through watching and feeling - I memorize how something is supposed to feel and go with it. Long winded outlines and articles really turn me off - so I have to force myself to create these for the thinkers in my groups as that is what they are going to expect.

Most of your students are going to do what they see you do - so you want to be one hundred percent perfect. Modeling strokes, carrying boats and holding the paddle are areas where you will be scrutinized. One of the most common techniques taught is torso rotation in the forward stroke, and if the instructor says, "rotate your torso" but does not show rotation, no one is going to be rotating. Even the instructor might think they are rotating, but unless they see themselves on video periodically, they might be surprised!

Approaching students with different leadership styles and knowing our own is also important. These are commonly broken down into telling, selling, delegating and just plain letting go. These styles can be applied different ways. For example, a less "mature" group (either in age or in a specific period) may need a more telling style such as the command "now we are all going to put on our lifejackets."  By the second day, the more mature group will know when to put on the lifejacket, but a certain learning style might keep needing a command style approach. 

Thinkers are categorized as learners who need to read and process information.  When it comes to motor functions we often need to tell them "I want to see you perform two complete turns, using the forward and back sweep, while keeping your boat on edge." 

A watcher might have seen your demo and have completed this exercise long before the thinker even got started. 

One presentation, which seems to fit all styles, is deliver/demonstrate/do. We deliver to the thinkers, demonstrate for the watchers, and then have everyone do the stroke. Getting that stroke or activity from a new concept to reflex takes repetition and practice.  Working in teams, playing games and doing drills promote practice.

What about those hard skills and reflexes? Are there ways to test comfort on the water and ability to rescue without taking people into Deception Pass or along the open coast? While these are a couple of my favorite places to go, I first play various games with people to find their comfort level. 

A good game of water polo (using any kind of benevolent throwable toy) will show me who can move their boat quickly in multiple directions, who is tentative about getting close to other boats, who can stay upright more easily than others, and who can roll. This game gives me a good idea what sort of water to take folks into on our last day - or how many helpers to have along. 

I do not want any of these novice instructors to leave the course feeling worse about them than when they came. I want them to feel excited about the prospect of teaching and being on a continuum where teaching is one of the best ways to learn more about and understand that activity. 

Giving good feedback is on of the most important skills and instructor can have - whether teaching beginners or instructors. Feedback needs to be timely, accurate, honest and delivered in such a way as to make a person feel they have a digestible item to work on. 

Feedback comes in many ways. We have instructor, peer, video and self  feedback.  More subjective forms of feedback can be feelings students get after having performed a function - which is again why it is important to tailor a course to the "lowest common denominator".

Rescues can be done in open water or they can be done as a game - pair up people and have them compete for time when practicing an assisted rescue. Not only is it fun, but they find out where they fumble when they are in a hurry. Simple moves such as putting on a spray skirt in a hurry might not have become second nature. 

Once I have a good feeling for the group based on these basics, then I will take them out in water that is more open. I like my open water to have an easy out, however, so if someone feels a bit nervous they can move to the side but still be a part of the group.

I have heard of too many people coming out of instructor courses feeling shook up about themselves or the environment they were in. My premise in teaching is that while we all need to be able to perform in open water  eventually, there is no need to feel beaten up. Progression is progression and no one should be forced to move into a realm before they are ready.

