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How to become a better teacher

I was riding the Sunny-
side Double with Garth, age 
7, when he exclaimed, “I go 
to school six days a week!” I 
gave him an odd look, and he 
clarified: “Ski school!”

Today’s column is about how 
to teach skiing and riding, 
and the central point is that 
it should not feel like school. 
Humans learn best when they 
don’t realize they’re learn-
ing, especially kids. “We trick 
them into learning how to 
ski,” quips Sugarbush Ski and 
Ride director Terry Barbour.

Note to kids: You can also 
trick grown-ups into ski-
ing more. Wake up early and 
be ready to leave home be-
fore your parents. And when 
somebody says it’s time to go 
inside, always ask if you can 
ski one more run. It might not 

work, but sometimes it does!
Most of us are not profes-

sional ski and ride instruc-
tors, but sooner or later we all 
have somebody to teach. Here 
are some tips for being more 
effective.

HAVE FUN

How far can you glide on 
one ski? How many turns can 
you make between here and 
that birch tree? Let’s play 
leapfrog: First I ski in front 
of you and do a hockey stop; 
then you ski in front of me and 
do a hockey stop. It’s a game, 
but it’s also a sneaky way to 
teach parallel motion.

With older kids, drills are 
too transparent. Instead, mix 
up the terrain and take them 
places they’ve never been be-
fore. Applying their skills to 
new situations is part of the 
adventure.

With younger kids, don’t 
be afraid to get silly. Can 
you ski like a bear? (Arms 
out in front.) Like a unicorn? 
(Smooth and graceful.) Like a 
salmon? (Swishy turns, coun-
ter-rotation with the upper 
body.)

FIND THE RIGHT 
 TEACHING STYLE

Humans learn things in dif-
ferent ways. Lookers learn 
best by watching; thinkers 
like being told what to do; 
feelers are receptive to physi-
cal manipulation; and doers 
prefer movement and repeti-
tion. It’s up to the coach to fig-
ure out which ways work best.

If I’m teaching edging to 
a group of kids, I might start 
the day by putting my hand 
on their downhill leg, one stu-
dent at a time, and tell them 
to tip both skis toward me 
(feelers). Then I’ll demon-
strate carving turns (lookers). 
Later I might tell them, “Make 
your pinky toe eat the snow” 
(thinkers). Finally, we’ll ski 
lots and lots of runs (doers). If 
I see anybody struggle, I’ll fo-
cus my teaching style on them.

DON’T OVER-TERRAIN

We are creatures of habit. 
The more we ski/ride with 
good technique, the more we 
internalize those movements, 
but the same is true of bad 
technique.

It’s so very tempting to plop 
your offspring on Inverness 
or Porky as soon as they’ve 
mastered the greens. And 
they might handle the steeper 
pitches like a pro. But they 
might also get scared and re-
vert to a defensive motion. 
As soon as you see the power 
wedge or the heel slide, it’s 
time to back off.

Similarly, if you see tech-
nique deteriorate on an easy 
trail, it’s time for a break. Go 
inside, have a hot cocoa, or 
maybe just lie down in the 
snow for a minute. Be patient.

The flip side is that some 
people need more challeng-
ing terrain. If your grom is 
straight-lining down every 
trail, it’s time to put some ob-
stacles in their way and force 
them to turn. Ask if they’d 

like to ski a bump run or go in 
the woods. Most likely they’ll 
jump at the chance.

JUST SKI

My rule of thumb is, when 
teaching a 7-year-old, spend 
no more than 7 percent of the 
time talking. The best way to 
learn how to ski is to actually 
ski.

Don’t neglect the power of 
setting an example. Ski/ride 

in front, choose a great line 
and model proper technique. 
Peek over your shoulder and 
you’ll be amazed how your 
student mimics you, without 
you saying anything. Moving 
means improving.

In Ski and Ride School or 
on your own, the emphasis 
should be on “ski and ride” 
rather than “school.” See you 
along the fall line.

Along the 
 Fall Line
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Garth, Graham and Piper lift the inside leg during Mad River Glen 
Ski School.


