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Course Description 
Alaska Mountain Instructor Course 

 
 Features Of This Course: 

• Route length: 70 to 100 miles 
• Bear/tundra camping and river crossings 
• Glacier travel occurring above and below snow line using snowshoes, crampons, or boots 
• Teaching practice and coaching 
• Snow, ice, and mountaineering skills development 
• Potential for technical peak ascents, snow / ice climbing 
• Avalanche assessment skills development 
• Alaska natural history classes  
• Extensive snow camping  
• Potential for cold conditions 
• Extended time on glaciers (60% of course) 
• Living and traveling in close quarters 
• Average group size: 12 students/3 instructors 

 
Course Purpose and Expectations 
The primary purpose of this course is to train and evaluate potential NOLS Instructors. Each student’s skills and abilities will 
be assessed and evaluated by the course instructors in determining their potential as an instructor. We look for initiative, 
creativity and potential for growth as a wilderness educator.  
 
A NOLS Instructor must be capable of fulfilling a broad range of leadership roles, be a competent and effective teacher, be 
competent living outdoors for extended periods (up to 30 days) in fair and inclement weather, be an exemplary expedition 
member, and be able to perceive hazards and manage risk within the context of NOLS risk management strategies.  
 
Aside from evaluations and training, this course will also provide an opportunity to learn new methods, exchange ideas, and 
experiment with teaching and leading styles. Finding the balance between displaying your abilities and talents and learning new 
skills will require a commitment to communication. The course instructors will discuss expectations in detail, but it takes 
ongoing communication from every expedition member for a highly successful learning community on the NOLS Instructor 
course.  
 
The NOLS Instructor course is a demanding learning experience that includes academic study as well as demonstration of 
skills. There is little free time. Those who do well bring a positive attitude toward learning and growing, an attitude of respect 
and support for others, and an attitude of care and enjoyment of the natural environment. Strength, stamina and excellent 
health are essential for full participation in the numerous classes and activities. 
 
Environment and Route 
The Alaska Mountain Instructor course is conducted in May at the beginning of the NOLS Alaska season. The classroom for 
this course is either the Alaska or Chugach Range, both world famous Alaskan mountain ranges. The final route is chosen 
shortly before the start of the course. The Alaska Range is in the interior of the state and is the location of some of North 
America’s highest peaks. The Chugach Range is one of the most heavily glaciated mountain ranges in North America. The 
routes are classic for a mountaineering expedition in Alaska—long approaches via large glaciers, potential winter weather 
conditions, hard work, long days, outstanding scenery and the chance for some technical climbing. These areas are perfect for 
learning wilderness travel techniques, outdoor living skills, and glacier mountaineering. On this course, you’ll develop and 
refine the teaching and leadership skills needed to prepare you for professional positions at NOLS, starting with wilderness 
(backpacking) courses and moving towards mountaineering courses, and at other wilderness programs. 
 
Student Independence 
On all NOLS courses students will be independent (unaccompanied by instructors) at various times. This will include time in 
and around camp such as while cooking or performing camp chores. Instructors may allow students to travel away from camp. 
Students often have independent unsupervised time, usually in town, before and after their course starts.  
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Independent Student Group Travel 
An emphasis of many NOLS courses is the development of skills that permit you to be self-sufficient in remote backcountry 
areas. Our teaching progression for accomplishing this is carefully planned and executed. Initially travel groups, usually of four 
to six students, will include an instructor who will teach travel skills and leadership. Gradually, as students gain proficiency, the 
instructor will allow them to take on more responsibility and make more of the decisions. If they demonstrate the necessary 
competencies in risk management, outdoor skills and teamwork to the instructors, they may travel in student-led groups 
without instructors for a day at a time as they hike from camp to camp. We call this daily independent student travel and it is 
an effective educational tool. It allows students to practice travel skills and leadership and gives them responsibility for the 
outcome while still having indirect supervision by instructors and the benefit of the NOLS support systems. As students on an 
instructor course, you will experience the same progression. 
 
As many other courses do, this course may culminate in a Student Expedition. After successful practice with daily independent 
student travel and if instructors think the group is ready, the instructors will help divide the students into student expedition 
groups (usually four to six students each). With instructor oversight, each group will then select a leader and carefully plan and 
execute a multi-day independent student-led expedition. This part of the course builds on the skills they've learned and 
practiced and allows them to travel without instructors for up to 4 days. Students are aware of where the instructors and the 
other student groups are planning to travel and camp. The instructors with emergency communication capability may be up to 
24 hours away from the students. Our students often say the student expedition was the highlight of their course. If time and 
route permit, you may do this on your instructor course as well. 
 
Weather and Other Challenges 
Mountain weather is capricious. On any given day, temperatures may range from below freezing to warm. Winter weather 
conditions are common and can be quite violent. Courses may experience severe wind, snow and rain, or long stretches of sun 
and blue skies.  
 
Travel in the mountains can be tough. The days are long and the loads heavy. Camping on the glacier involves lots of hard 
work to prepare a safe and weather-ready camp. You’ll be miles from the amenities of civilization. Telephones, ambulances, 
and hospitals may be several days away. 
 
The course will spend most of the time camping and traveling on snow. But a significant portion will be spent hiking on 
tundra practicing off-trail navigation or bushwhacking through willows. Bear camping, which requires patience and good 
communication skills, and river crossings will be discussed and thoroughly practiced. Snow conditions and weather will affect 
how much mileage can be covered. You will traverse steep slopes of snow, ice, or loose rock, and grunt up heavily crevassed 
icefalls. But the hard work is worth it. There’s nothing quite like installing a snow camp high in the mountains where you can 
view miles of pristine glaciated wilderness and countless unnamed peaks. It’s exhilarating.  
 
Identifying and managing mountain hazards—falling rock, weather, animals, moving water, snow pack, avalanches and steep 
terrain will be a constant theme in our instruction. Managing risks and assuming responsibility for yourself and your colleagues 
will help make your expedition in these wild and beautiful mountains healthy and fun. 
 
The Expedition 
The Alaska Mountain Instructor course is a self-contained expedition that will be in the mountains on glaciers and tundra for 
close to thirty days. Re-supplies of food and fuel will be brought to the course by airplane. Throughout the course, students 
live outdoors, prepare their own meals and care for themselves. The expedition format emphasizes hands-on learning and the 
application of skills ranging from navigation and hazard evaluation to leadership and teaching. Cooperation and teamwork are 
a must and all members are expected to participate fully in the daily requirements of living comfortably in the out-of-doors.  
 
Because you’ll travel on rope teams and camp within a perimeter while on the glacier, you’ll gain much experience with 
camping and traveling in close quarters. You'll spend time utilizing river crossing and bear camping techniques while hiking 
across the Alaskan tundra. 
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Personal Electronics 
A key element to a NOLS education is time spent in wilderness. The benefits of this include being closer to nature, time away 
from society and civilization, and being in an environment where natural forces predominate and students have the 
opportunity to develop good judgment and practice self-reliance. For this reason, students are not permitted to take personal 
music players (iPods, MP3 players, CD players, etc.), cell phones, satellite tracking devices or satellite phones on NOLS 
courses. Instructors will be carrying sufficient communication equipment (usually a satellite phone and a ground-to-air or 
marine band radio) to handle any emergencies that may arise. 

The First Days 
You’ll spend your first two days in town. During this time, you'll be issued equipment, bag food, and pack up while becoming 
familiar with the NOLS outfitting procedures. There will be time for a course orientation and some fundamental classes. 
You’ll also have some time to research and prepare the classes you will present during the course. The first two nights will be 
spent camping at the NOLS Alaska facility. Early on the third day you’ll head off to the mountains to begin your expedition. 
 
Course Progression 
The NOLS Instructor course has a full agenda and the days will be busy with camping, classes and hiking. The course may not 
hike many miles during the first week in order to allow students to become familiar with the environment and to provide time 
to cover the many classes that are commonly taught during the first days of a NOLS course. Students are expected to teach 
classes throughout the course. This student teaching can be time consuming because each class is followed with a feedback 
session. The pace of the course should pick up after the first week and more emphasis will be on hiking and leading groups.  
 
It is common for the course to spend two or three nights in the same camp to allow for teaching and other activities. Severe 
weather may also prohibit or limit activities. Being flexible with our schedule will allow us to complete our busy agenda while 
making the most of experiential opportunities.  
 
Risk management awareness in wilderness situations is a critical element of outdoor leadership. Your instructors will teach 
most of the risk management-related classes including glacier travel systems, emergency procedures, and ice and snow 
climbing. Hazard evaluation, accident prevention, group management, first aid, and evacuation procedures are thoroughly 
discussed and practiced on the course. Students will be evaluated on their first aid skills and knowledge. Practical scenarios will 
be used during the course. Students must pass the written NOLS Wilderness First Aid test to work at NOLS. This will be 
administered before leaving for the field.   
 
Snow and ice climbing are important components of the NOLS curriculum and are taught and evaluated on the Alaska 
Mountain Instructor course. After completing a careful progression of instruction, students are expected to become familiar 
with managing top rope and rappel sites in diverse mountain settings. Emphasis is placed on rescue procedures and concerns 
when climbing with students. However, actually climbing specific routes may only make up a small percentage of the course 
time. It should be remembered that mountain weather may even prevent climbing activities from taking place at all. 
 
The Final Days 
On the second to last day the group will be picked up at the road-head and driven back to NOLS Alaska headquarters. After 
clean up and de-issue of gear are completed, there will be a final dinner and graduation ceremony. On the last day of the 
course evaluations will be completed and the course will be driven back to Anchorage after dinner. 
 
Student Classes 
In the field, you'll be responsible for teaching the basic and advanced classes. Wilderness living skills, travel techniques, natural 
history, environmental ethics, expedition behavior, and communication/evaluation skills are all important parts of the 
curriculum. You’ll be challenged to experiment with different teaching styles while polishing your skills, judgment, leadership 
and supervisory abilities. Peer and staff feedback of class content, teaching techniques and effectiveness are essential parts of 
the learning process.  
 
Topics will be decided before leaving town. Try to select subjects you are already familiar with. Instructors will advise you on 
content, and the NOLS Staff Library will be available for a short time at the start of your course. You should try to prepare as 
thoroughly as possible before leaving town. This will help you present classes that are clear, concise and relevant, as well as 
effective and fun. NOLS is known for creative and effective use of impromptu teaching aids that can include anatomical 
diagrams on bodies, "blackboards" on ensolite pads, sandbars or models made from snow.  
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Critiques of classes can help everyone learn about education when done positively and constructively. After some warm-up 
"mini-classes," feedback may become more formal and possibly begin with a self-critique.  
 
On any NOLS course, the classes support the activities, but the activities are the heart of the course. Instructors constantly 
adjust plans with changing conditions, especially as "teachable moments" arise. This makes the scheduling of your classes 
tentative. It also means that NOLS instructors routinely plan for many different alternatives, only using the most fitting ones. 
It is possible that one or two prepared classes will not even be presented. We hope that you will point out teachable moments 
as you experience them. Guided discovery is what experiential education is all about. Helping you to develop your skills to 
both model and guide others in this discovery is what the NOLS instructor course is all about. 
 
Please be prepared to teach any of these basic topics on short notice 
• Stove Use and Care    •Leave No Trace Techniques 
• Pack Packing and Carrying   • Bear Safety 
• First Day Hiking Tips    • Basic Map Reading 
• Basic Cooking     • Campsite Selection     
• Tent and Fly Pitching    • Sanitation and Hygiene 
• Foot Care and Blister Treatment  • Food Identification 
•Time Control Planning (Hiking  • Keeping Warm and Dry 
Itineraries) 
 
Expect to teach at least one of these more advanced classes. You can prepare them at the start of your course. 
Arriving with a basic understanding of the following topics will help you throughout your NOLS experience. Here 
are a few examples: 
• Advanced Cooking and Baking   • Ecological Concepts/Topics 
• Knots      • Taxonomy and Flower Keys 
• Compass Use     • Gender-Specific Medical Concerns 
• Advanced Map Reading   • Fauna/Animal Signs/Tracks 
• Wilderness Ethics and Land Use  • Weather/Lightning 
• Expedition Behavior    • Glaciology 
• Field Expedient Splints   • Plate Tectonics/Rocks & Minerals 
• Field Expedient Litters    • Ornithology 
• Environmental Injuries (Cold, Sun) • Leadership & Group Dynamics Topics 
• Extended Patient Care    • Alaska History 
• High Altitude Physiology   • Stove Repair 
• Athletic Injuries    • Climbing Topics (Ice & Snow) 
• Nutrition     • Expedition Planning 
 
Expect to also teach a mini-class on a local animal and a local plant (1-5 minutes). 
 
Evaluations and Future Employment 
Instructors evaluate students on the following areas: risk management and judgment, teaching, communication, expedition 
behavior, leadership, conservation practices, mountaineering and outdoor skills. At the conclusion of the course each student 
receives a written evaluation documenting her or his abilities. Those who complete the course and do well are eligible to work 
wilderness (i.e. non-technical) courses as an instructor at NOLS. Full instructor certification is based on evaluation at the end 
of the first course as an instructor.  
 
Currently about 80 percent of those passing eventually work for NOLS, but job opportunities cannot be guaranteed. Availability 
of work immediately after the AKIC varies from year to year and we will update you on the likelihood of such work as the 
course date approaches. If work were available, it might be in Alaska or at some other NOLS location. If you work in Alaska 
and provide receipts for your travel, you would receive a reimbursement of up to $500 from NOLS Alaska. We will ask you 
what dates you are available for work before you leave for the field. 
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While it is possible to qualify for work as a mountaineering instructor during the AKIC, generally less than 25% of AKIC 
students do so. To work Alaska mountaineering courses, a typical AKIC graduate will need more training—available 
inexpensively from NOLS. Usually this would occur the following May.  
 
We operate on the premise that there is always more to learn and there are always areas for growth, no matter what the skill 
level, knowledge or experience. As a result of the course, we expect our students to be safe, competent, responsible wilderness 
travelers and leaders.  
 
Course Objectives 
As an overall course objective, we expect Instructor course graduates to be capable of responsibly leading groups of novices 
through educational experiences in the wilderness. Each course will be unique due to variables such as route, group dynamics, 
fitness levels and environmental conditions. Working with these variables, it is our intent to accomplish the following 
outcomes. 
 
Risk Management, Judgment and Decision-making 
NOLS prepares instructors to teach and practice responsible habits that promote the health and well being of self and others. 
Objectives include the ability to:  

• Demonstrate knowledge of hazards in the mountain environment. 
• Describe and consistently perform specific techniques to reduce or avoid hazards. 
• Formulate emergency plans for groups in the outdoors in a variety of settings and circumstances. 
• Show ability to provide emergency, and extended medical care, appropriate to a remote wilderness setting using available 
resources. 
• Use experience and judgment to implement sound decisions and follow them through to completion. 
• Understand and work within NOLS risk management policies and procedures. 

 
Leadership 
At NOLS, we define leadership as “timely, appropriate actions that guide and support your group to set and achieve realistic 
goals. Great leaders create an environment that inspires individuals and groups to achieve their full potential.” On this course, 
the emphasis will be on gaining competence as a foundation for leading in the backcountry. We expect each student’s 
leadership ability to grow by accomplishing the following: 

• Gain an understanding of the four types of leadership: self-leadership, active followership, designated leadership and 
peer leadership. 

• Demonstrate a willingness to grow in each of NOLS’ seven leadership skills: 
1. Gain outdoor skills competence and thus be a better leader in the outdoors. 
2. Demonstrate positive expedition behavior, by serving the goals of the group. 
3. Tolerate adversity and uncertainty with a positive attitude. 
4. Actively cultivate your self-awareness as an outdoors person and a leader. 
5. Work to understand the leader’s vision and when appropriate develop your vision as a leader. Follow through 

with appropriate action to help the group achieve its potential. 
6. Improve your judgment and decision-making skills, learning the pros and cons of various decision-making 

styles on the continuum between directive and consensus. 
7. Practice effective communication skills from active listening to public speaking. 

• Gain understanding of your own signature style of leadership. 
 
Outdoor Skills 
Students are expected to live, travel and guide others in the outdoors within a framework of well being and care of the 
environment. Objectives include the ability to: 

• Live comfortably in a mountain environment: camping, cooking and dressing for varied conditions. 
• Travel competently in mountain terrain using appropriate off-trail navigation, hazard evaluation, glacier travel techniques 
and river crossing techniques. 
• Demonstrate a thorough understanding of elementary climbing systems including knots, belaying and anchors. 
• Set up and supervise top-rope and rappel sites in diverse mountain settings. 
• Experience snow and ice climbing, and non-technical peak ascents. 
• Possess skills and knowledge of snow travel techniques. 
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• Accurately assess skills, strengths and endurance in self and others and conservatively apply those limits to given 
situations. 

 
Environmental Studies 
Students develop awareness of how to apply minimum impact ideas to their lives beyond the course. Objectives include the 
ability to: 

• Consistently practice and teach sound minimum impact living and travel skills. 
• Use basic observation and interpretive teaching skills to convey an understanding, appreciation and respect for the 
natural world. 
• Facilitate the transference of wilderness ethics and practices to daily life. 

 
Wilderness Education Skills 
The AKIC prepares students to be wilderness educators as well as wilderness leaders. Objectives include the ability to: 

• Demonstrate the ability to effectively teach basic outdoor living skills. 
• Demonstrate knowledge of environmental and risk management concerns and their influence on learning in the 
wilderness. 
• Be an exemplary model of a safe and effective wilderness educator. 
• Demonstrate motivation and enthusiasm in the pursuit of learning. 
• Be effective in presentation and utilization of learning opportunities, adapting to the variables of the course. 

 
Transfer of College Credit 
NOLS cannot guarantee that credits from courses are transferable. Transfer of credits is at the discretion of the receiving 
school and depends on the comparability of curricula and accreditation. 
 


