








Paying Forward a Niche or a Knack
The Unexpected Service Rewards of NOLS Training

belay off

By Willie Younger, OEK ‘03

I’d suspect that most, if not all, of us who are 
lucky enough to call ourselves members of the 

NOLS alumni or staff have a well-developed vision 
of the “ideal” utilization of our school-enhanced 
knowledge and skills. Yet, I’d further predict that 
only a small number of us actually reach this state 
of outdoor leadership nirvana, which I’d define as 
that place and time where one can joyously com-
mune with nature and their higher power while 
simultaneously serving the lofty goals of improv-
ing the human condition and/or the environment. 
However, in my personal quest for a rewarding out-
let for my kayaking passion, I blindly fell into the 
most bountiful of circumstances. Or, perhaps I was 
divinely led to them?
	 Whatever the driving force might have been, 
I now more fully appreciate Douglas Adams’ 
poignant reflection, “I may not have gone where 
I intended to go, but I think I ended up where I 
needed to be!” For in examining the winding 
path I followed since completing my NOLS Pa-
cific Northwest Outdoor Educator Sea Kayaking 
course, I now feel I’ve arrived at a place of bound-
less glory and anticipation. 
	 My story begins where my 2003 NOLS-led 
expedition through Canada’s enchanted Discovery 
Islands ended.
	 Over the years following this magical experi-
ence, I’ve stuck the blades of my paddle in many 
waters—both physically and metaphorically speak-
ing. I dabbled in introducing both youth and adults 
to the benefits of kayaking through basic skills pro-
grams my wife and I initiated. I led, without pay, a 
modest series of coastal and river expeditions for ad-
venture-seeking couch potatoes and computer jock-
eys. I loyally served as team captain (a.k.a. logistical 
ground support) for an endurance river racer whom 
I suspect has a bizarre death wish. I even helped 

facilitate some ecological survey work in shallow 
tidal waterways by providing my boats, my personal 
knowledge of the flora and fauna of the Gulf Coast, 
and my familiarity with the landscapes and water-
scapes of the area as needed for navigation purposes. 
But although these were often fun and exciting, none 
of these endeavors gave me even a tiny fraction of the 
satisfaction that I’ve received since I began assisting 
with the fundraising efforts of local causes and non-
profit programs in the summer of 2007. 
	 In August of last year, I was asked to donate an 
item for auction by a terrific group that has dedi-
cated itself to getting mentally and physically chal-
lenged individuals involved in exciting outdoor 
activities. After a brief mental inventory of what I 
might contribute, I surprised both the fundraiser’s 

organizers and myself by announcing I’d give them 
a day-long coastal kayaking adventure for four. Of 
course, this meant I’d be expected to provide kay-
aks (singles or tandems), safety gear, guide services 
(me), and a gourmet lunch. As a bonus feature, I 
threw in special along-the-way interpretations of 
estuarine biology and ecology since my profession 
is that of a university outreach marine educator.  
	 It soon became routine for me to invest my 
time and effort in the form of these package deals, 
supplying each recipient with a visually descriptive 
mini-poster and certificate to display at their live 

I eagerly encourage each 
member of our NOLS family 
to consider and then pursue 
ways to serve those causes that 
emotionally or spiritually  
float their boat.

or silent auctions. And, over the span of twelve 
short months, these offerings raised several thou-
sand dollars for local charities, civic projects, and 
people in need. To date, those benefiting include 
the county library system, the county nature cen-
ter, the Red Cross, an uninsured cancer victim, a 
community latchkey kids program, and Outdoors 
Without Limits, the organization serving the dis-
abled that I previously mentioned.  
	 Just think about it! Where else could I help 
advance the fundraising goals of such worthy in-
terests and provide my wife with a legitimate ex-
cuse as to why I spend so many Saturdays indulg-
ing my aquatic obsessions? 
	 As we’d say down here in Texas, y’all (sic) 
could also share the education and experiences that 
NOLS, with the help of Mother Nature, so abun-
dantly showered on us. So, I eagerly encourage 
each member of our NOLS family to consider and 
then pursue ways to serve those causes that emo-
tionally or spiritually float their boat. Imagine a 
pay-it-forward scenario involving staff and alumni 
that ultimately was endorsed or perhaps even man-
aged by the NOLS organization. This causes me to 
envision a tsunami of charitable service producing 
an unparalleled increase in awareness of, and ap-
preciation for, NOLS which is fueled by this warm 
and personal giving of ourselves (versus rather im-
personal donations of cold hard cash). 

For guidance on how to embark on your own pay-it-
forward outdoor education journey or to get tips on 
balancing volunteer time with skills you have, contact 
Willie Younger, Extension Marine Education Specialist 
at the Texas A&M Floating Classroom Program: P. O. 
Box 18, Matagorda, TX 77457 • (979) 863-2940.

(Below) Younger utilizes the skills he learned on his 
NOLS course and his background in marine biology 
to lead groups of kayakers to raise money for various 
causes, satisfying his aquatic obsession.
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