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This is the first topic in a TAR series focused on 
the AAA’s newly revised Guidelines for Avalanche 
Education in the United States. Look for articles 
exploring additional topics related to recreational 
avalanche training throughout the coming season 
of The Avalanche Review.

As a reminder, the AAA is recommending 
that course providers are aligned with these re-
vised guidelines by winter 2017/18. Current 
AAA members can view new guidelines by 
logging into their profile in the AAA database  
(aaa19.wildapricot.org). Once logged in, go to the 
“MEMBERS” tab in the menu across the top of 
the page and select “NEW REC EDUCATION 
GUIDELINES”. The AAA will be actively pro-
moting the revised rec guidelines to the general 
public starting later this winter season.

Avalanche Awareness programs provide an in-
tegral introduction for winter backcountry recre-
ationists to begin to engage with and understand 
the principles of the avalanche phenomenon, 
available resources and training, and the impor-
tance of applying this knowledge. The AAA rec-
ognizes the importance of these programs in the 
progression of recreational avalanche education. 
These programs connect people to information 

and to potential new backcountry partners. They 
introduce people to the broader avalanche com-
munity and to key tools, such as their local ava-

lanche forecast, avalanche rescue gear, and sourc-
es of continuing avalanche education. They also 
serve as social motivators, positive peer pressure 
events to demonstrate who’s getting educated and 
recreating responsibly.

There are a wide array of avalanche awareness 
programs and campaigns across the country at this 
point. Programs inevitably vary in structure and 
content in an attempt to best engage a particu-
lar audience in a particular place at a particular 
time. This variation seems natural and reasonable. 
The messaging details and program structure that 
may grab the attention of a 22-year-old snow-
mobile enthusiast in Utah are different than what 
speaks to a 50-something cross country skier out 
in Washington. Yet, we ultimately want both of 
these people to walk away with a similar basic un-
derstanding of the avalanche hazard and specific 
steps each individual can and should take to make 
reasonable decisions when traveling through the 
winter backcountry.

As the AAA Education Committee consid-
ers this topic, we’re looking to create some basic 
guidelines for avalanche awareness courses in the 
U.S. We recognize that these courses are taught by 
a wide variety of individuals and organizations. In 
many communities the local or regional avalanche 
center is a major source of avalanche awareness 
programming. Other folks may be gaining their 
initial exposure to the avalanche phenome-
non through an event at their local gear shop or 
sponsored by a local ski/board/snowmobile club. 
Some young people are lucky enough to have 
avalanche awareness integrated into their science 
or PE class. Another person may stumble across 
an avalanche awareness program on the internet. 
Again though, regardless of where the awareness 
program is coming from, the AAA believes there 
is value in a certain level of consistency in the 
messages being delivered through these programs.

In crafting guidelines for avalanche aware-
ness programming, the AAA wants to involve a 
cross-section of stakeholders with various per-
spectives on and experiences with awareness pro-
grams. We seek to provide direction and consis-
tency for avalanche awareness, yet also allow for 
adequate flexibility in crafting programs of dif-
ferent lengths, in different places, and for differ-
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ent audiences. Below is an initial brainstorm that 
draws on input from the AAA Education Com-
mittee as well as some outside sources who are 

familiar with the array of awareness programs that 
currently exist in the U.S. 

Broad Avalanche Awareness learning outcomes 
could include:

• Develop awareness that avalanches exist in 
mountainous winter terrain.

• Stimulate an interest in the winter envi-
ronment, snow, and avalanches.

• Learn to recognize and identify avalanche 
terrain and reduce risk by avoiding expo-
sure to avalanche terrain.

• Identify local and regional resources avail-
able for persons interested traveling in the 
winter backcountry (e.g. a professional-
ly-produced local avalanche forecast, local 
avalanche course providers).

• Standard rescue gear is recommended 
when traveling in/around avalanche ter-
rain.

• Avalanche training, continuing education, 
and experience are essential to travel safely 
in avalanche terrain.

Avalanche awareness programs are the first, in-
tegral step for new winter backcountry adventur-
ers to interface with instructors who provide a key 
role in introducing the basics, and also in making 
sure students know that there is a progression of 
ongoing avalanche trainings. Avalanche Awareness 
course providers can assist students in identifying 
these next steps, suggest ways of gaining experi-
ence and finding good mentors and backcountry 
partners. Awareness education, as an introduction, 
will provide a link forward in motivating students 
towards their next course for further training. 

Bottom line, the AAA is starting a conversation 
about the role avalanche awareness programs play 
in the greater progression of avalanche education 
opportunities. If you are interested in being a part 
of this conversation, especially if you currently run 
avalanche awareness programs, please be in touch 
with the AAA to share your thoughts, feedback, 
and perspective. To be involved with this conver-
sation, contact AAA Education Committee Chair, 
Kirk Bachman (a3educationcommittee@gmail.
com) or AAA Executive Director, Jaime Musnicki 
(aaa.jaimem@gmail.com). The AAA plans to fi-
nalize details of our awareness guidelines by the 
end of 2016. ▲
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