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EDUCATION

INSTRUCTOR IMPACT ON RECREATIONAL AVALANCHE EDUCATION
INTERVIEWS PERFORMED BY SEAN ZIMMERMAN-WALL

AAA: Where do you teach the majority of your rec-
reational avalanche courses and what are some of the 
nuances of your region that are taken into consideration 
when instructing?

Eeva: I teach most of the courses within an hour 
of Anchorage. We use two common backcountry 
area; Turnagain Pass and Hatcher Pass. Alaska is 
its own type of beast since there are numerous 
places where people recreate that do not have any 
sort of forecast or even observations available. It is 
important that we teach our students good travel 

techniques and ability to observe signs of instabil-
ity so that they can make good decisions without 
outside information. 

Bruce: I teach the majority of my classes in the 
central core of the Wasatch Range/the Tri-Can-
yons. This area offers the opportunity to utilize 
lift access, which appears to help address the user 
styles that many folks around Utah want to use 
for much of their backcountry travel. In general, 
it is becoming harder and harder to find suitable 
teaching terrain that is not being overused.

Jeff: In our area, most avalanche courses take 
place on Mt Washington. Two big challenges in 
this area come to mind. First, the number of peo-
ple in a small geographic area on any given day is 
staggering, Second, the terrain makes it difficult 
to access avalanche terrain without first exposing 
yourself to complex terrain issues, such as multiple 
paths converging into your approach.

Tom: Mainly in the Tahoe area. It has a Maritime 
snowpack with long periods of stability and mul-
tiple ski areas in the vicinity. There is also access 
to large backcountry venues in challenging and 
complicated terrain. 

AAA: What do you see as the biggest challenge facing 
recreational avalanche education in the United States?

Eeva: At least still in Alaska, we are struggling 
connecting with the motorized users. We have 
good curriculum and more outreach to this au-
dience, but it has been a hard sell to get snow 
machiners on courses.

Bruce: Along with challenge of being able to ad-
just to the vast and wide varieties of user groups, 
probably the other major challenge is getting 
the public to buy into the important concept of 
having a stand-alone companion rescue course. 
Not only may this create a financial challenge for 
some, it also presents a challenge for others that 

has to deal with adjusting to this mental shift in 
the expected requirements.

Tom: Realistically our students have had little 
time in the mountains, have not been mentored, 
and need the very basic skills. They need to be-
gin to understand the avalanche bulletin, how to 
plan and consider how groups work/don’t work 
together. They need to understand risk, their per-
sonal and group uncertainties.

AAA: How do you view this update overall and how 
do you hope it will benefit the end user?

Bruce: The changes are obviously going to help 
both instructors and students get so much more out 
of the 24 hours recommended in a Level 1. Congru-
ently this will allow both instructors and students to 
have Level 2s be more productive in the time spent 
addressing more advanced curriculum materials. 

The use of online/preliminary materials also 
appears to be essential with regard to making 
these changes as successful as possible.

Eeva: It is important to make the public aware 
how the avalanche rescue is now given its separate 
focus. It is inspiring to learn about super effective 
companion rescues, like in the Avalanche Canada 
interactive feature “Rescue at Cherry Bowl.” We 
really want to help students master all the rescue 
components through rigorous go-speed scenarios. 
Being able to offer Level 2 customized for recre-
ational users is also a welcome update.

Tom: This is the list of skills we’ve all taught. It’s 
the Nuts-an-Bolts. The questions become what 
should be culled? What is missing? And how do 
we stuff all of this into the 24 hrs of a Level 1? 
Anything we can do to assist the instructors in de-
livering these courses will result in higher quality 
education throughout the industry.

Jeff: I think it’s a big step in the right direction 
overall. I don’t think we should be content to sit 

Moving into the heart of the season, the AAA is diligently working through the finishing touches of the Pro/Rec Split. The machine is 
starting to take shape as the cogs are being put into place, and each piece is vital to its overall operation. The oil pumping through this 
machine is represented by the pool of instructors currently teaching recreational avalanche education. These individuals range from the 
first year course instructor to the multi-decade veteran. 

In order to understand the varied perspectives of educators currently teaching or organizing recreational courses, the AAA reached 
out to a subset of instructors to see how they are preparing for the changes to come. The following interviews were collected from: Eeva 
Latosuo of Alaska, Bruce Engelhard of Utah, Tom Carter of the Sierra, and Jeff Lane of the Northeast. Their careers as professional ed-
ucators, guides, and/or forecasters allows them to see the importance of raising the bar for avalanche education and how it will benefit 
the industry and the public in the long run. 
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Bruce: It will be important for all recreational 
avalanche course providers to have multiple ave-
nues of oversight embedded into their programs 
so they can continue to offer suggestions/tips and 
training opportunities to their instructors.

Looking closely at these responses we can 
see there are common threads that unite 
the varied viewpoints of instructors na-
tionwide. They do recognize that this is a 
work in progress and that it will be an it-
erative process that will take collaboration 
on all fronts. They also see that the chal-
lenges that we collectively face are not 
insurmountable and that there are sup-
port structures already in place to assist in 
meeting the goals of the project. Providers 
across the country are encouraged to reach 
out to the AAA for additional info and to 
keep reading TAR for additional updates as 
we get closer to launch. ▲

Sean Zimmerman-Wall continues to work with the AAA 

on a variety of projects for the Pro/Rec split and spends 

a majority of his time in the mountains of Utah with his 

young family. In the summer, he heads south to Argen-

tina to guide for 

Patagonia Ski 

Tours and keep 

his snow skills 

sharp.

back and stop innovating though. To that end, I 
wish there was more room within the new guide-
lines for additional courses that fall outside of the 
normal progression.

AAA: Given the regional differences that exist across 
the United States, how can instructors nationwide focus 
their courses to add value for the students while staying 
within the scope of the new guidelines?

Tom: Work on assembling a selection of “acci-
dents,” outcomes, etc that occurred outside your 
local zone. Dig into the archives and bring up 
weather, snowpack, and avalanche reports to give 
the students a continuum. We owe it to everyone to 
make sure the basics are clearly delivered. Science 
is exciting and has its place, but our early students 
need a foundation. It is about their decisions. 

Bruce: The key to overcoming this supposed chal-
lenge presented by regional differences lies in help-
ing students to understand all kinds of conditions 
whether they are actually currently present in the 
daily actual conditions. This requires educators with 
imaginations and insight on how to help students 
to look at specific terrain features with open minds. 
And specifically, this will tie back to the classroom 
sessions and how important it is to make sure stu-
dents understand the basics of the avalanche types, 
avalanche terrain, and avalanche problems.

Jeff: If we are going to have a standard that is rec-
ognized around the country, it needs to be appli-
cable to any regional snow climate. For example, 
planning a route in the Northeast is very different 

than in the Rockies. But we should still be giving 
people the info they need for understanding how 
to plan a route. The fundamentals are the same, 
but the application is different. 

Eeva: It always comes down to delivering a sol-
id curriculum adapted to the specific audience. 
It will be a little hard to edit away some of the 
curriculum that we are accustomed to teaching, 
and letting go of the more sciency topics is hard 
for some of us.

AAA: How can the AAA assist recreational avalanche 
course providers in order to ensure the highest level of 
education is being provided and that the instructors are 
well suited for adapting to the updated guidelines?

Eeva: It would be nice to see a push to the pub-
lic on recreational changes like we’ve seen on the 
pro side. I think it should be up to the providers 
to make sure that the instructors are capable of 
delivering solid programs while complying with 
AAA expectations on lead instructors. 

Jeff: I think instructors need to step up and get 
themselves ready. For many, that won’t be a prob-
lem at all. But I know there are some instructors 
who may be stuck in a bit of a rut, and for them it 
might be harder to adapt to the updates.

Tom: This is really a simple re-organizing that is 
going on. Keep communicating with the public 
and the pros. Let them know what’s in the pipe. 
It not that big a change, it’s just re-structured and 
we will all benefit.
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