
oem.cd.10 rev. 11/16/2009 
© National Outdoor Leadership School 

1 

Course Description 
Pacific Northwest Outdoor Educator 

 
Features Of This Course 
• Introduction to Pacific Northwest mountaineering 
• On and off-trail travel both above and below timberline 
• 10-day rock climbing base camp 
• Emphasis on outdoor teaching techniques and philosophy 
• Average group size: 10 students / 2 instructors  
•     Field days: 29  
 
The Expedition 
Washington’s North Cascades are the location for this course with spectacular ranges of ice and rock. More glaciers are found 
here than anywhere else in the lower 48, and this will be the setting for much of your course. On this 31-day backpacking and 
mountaineering expedition, you’ll receive an introduction to NOLS teaching philosophy and techniques. You’ll cover a wide 
range of skills, highlighting teaching techniques for each skill. Split between two sections—wilderness mountain-travel skills 
and rock climbing —you’ll receive a comprehensive program in minimum impact camping, mountain travel, basic 
mountaineering, and outdoor leadership.  
 
You’ll spend the first few days of your course in lush, old growth forests, working up to the jagged, snow-clad peaks of the 
North Cascades. You’ll work hard traveling over steep, rocky terrain with all your gear on you back, but the scenery will be 
reward enough. You will also learn the skills you need to teach others how to live comfortably out-of-doors long after the end 
of your course. 
 
These skills begin with the basics—camping, cooking, map reading, stove use, Leave No Trace techniques, and sanitation—
skills that are the foundation for backcountry travel. You will be encouraged to present classes on subjects related to the 
course. The emphasis here is on rounding out skills through daily practice and experience and refining outdoor teaching 
techniques. 
 
On snowfields and glaciers you will practice ice axe self-arrest, placement of snow anchors, and coordinated rope-team travel. 
You may also have the opportunity to put these skills together to attempt a peak climb. Reaching a glacier-clad mountain takes 
time on any expedition. Expect to spend time in vehicle shuttles, hiking in, and finally walking out from this section. There will 
be classes in geology, glaciology, environmental injuries, emergency procedures, and wild land ethics.  
 
Climbing skills involving knots, rope handling, belaying, anchors, rappelling, and top roping will be emphasized at a separate 
10-day base camp. We will travel to Icicle Creek in Leavenworth or Squamish in British Columbia for this section. This is the 
opportunity to gain a moderate understanding of risk management considerations in managing climbing activities. You will 
practice movement on rock and will be encouraged to climb as much as possible to improve your skills. You may move into 
advanced topics such as multi-pitch climbing, lead climbing, and basic cliff rescue. In order to maximize access to quality rock, 
this section will be in a front country setting based out of a campground near one or two popular local climbing areas. 
Climbing on a variety of rock types, each with its own considerations for climbing style and protection placement, broadens 
one’s experience and judgment.  
 
In addition to technical skills, students gain a broad, practical knowledge of natural history and environmental issues. Being 
able to identify wildflowers and trees, recognize animal tracks and bird songs, and interpret other aspects of an ecosystem are 
also important to the outdoor educator. 
 
Each course includes time with managers of the various NOLS departments to familiarize you with the background 
procedures of running the school. The organizational aspects of outdoor programming will also be discussed, including 
expedition planning, equipment selection, student evaluations, budgeting, liability assessment, and land use permits. 
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During your course you will live with three or four other students in a “cook group.” These small groups help disperse impact 
on the land and enable you to master the art of backcountry cooking and living. You will also travel in small groups, usually of 
four to six, again to disperse impact and to enhance learning. Initially, these groups will include an instructor, but later in your 
course—once you learn the intricacies of map reading, route finding and hazard evaluation— student groups will often travel 
without instructors. 
 
Weather and Other Challenges  
Mountain weather is fickle. On any given day, temperatures may range from below freezing to T-shirt conditions. Courses may 
experience snow, rain, or long stretches of sun and blue skies. Whether the Pacific Ocean is experiencing an El Nino or El 
Nina condition can be cause for large swings in weather patterns in the Pacific Northwest. 
 
Mountaineering in the Pacific Northwest, while it can be tough, remains a great learning ground for future mountaineering of 
all types. Often you’ll be off-trail bushwhacking through thick forests or scrambling around refrigerator-sized boulders. Early 
summer season courses may spend much of their time camping and traveling on snow. You will traverse steep slopes of snow, 
loose rock or grass, and struggle up high-mountain passes. You’ll be miles from the amenities of civilization. Telephones, 
ambulances, and hospitals may be several days away. 
 
Identifying and managing mountain hazards—falling rock, weather, animals, moving water and steep terrain—will be a 
constant theme in our instruction. Camping may involve dealing with swarms of mosquitoes or hanging your food to keep it 
away from bears or other animals. Managing risks and assuming responsibility for yourself and your colleagues will help make 
your expedition in these wild and beautiful mountains healthy and fun.  
 
Base camping for the final section of rock climbing can have its own unique challenges, in shifting from a backcountry setting 
to a front country climbing area.  
 
Behavior on the Expedition 
Each person’s values, beliefs and actions affect those of the rest of the group -- balancing these is an important part of 
expedition behavior. We want you to have a positive and healthy learning environment. Therefore we expect all students to 
respect the values and beliefs of other members of the expedition. The best expedition members have positive attitudes, apply 
new skills and ideas at the first opportunity and come motivated to work hard with people they have just met. They care about 
others, place the welfare of the group equal to their own, and understand that an expedition succeeds when all its members 
complete each day successfully. If you feel your values or beliefs are not being respected, by NOLS’ staff or students, it is 
essential that you speak up so the issues are addressed. 

 
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. 
 
Independent Student Group Travel 
An emphasis of this course is the development of the 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 you gain proficiency, the instructor 
will allow you to take on more responsibility and make more of the decisions. When you have demonstrated the necessary 
competency to the instructors, you may travel in student-led groups without instructors for a day at a time as you hike from 
camp to camp. We call this daily independent student travel and it is an effective educational tool. It allows you to practice 
travel skills and leadership and gives you responsibility for the outcome while still having indirect supervision by instructors 
and the benefit of the NOLS support systems. 
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This course may culminate in a Student Expedition. After successful practice with daily independent student travel and if your 
instructors think your group is ready, the instructors will help you divide into Student Expedition groups (usually three 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 you've learned and practiced and allows you to 
travel without instructors for up to three days. Students are aware of where the instructors and the other student groups are 
planning to travel and camp. However, 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. 
 
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. NOLS does not permit students to use personal cell or 
satellite phones or other communication devices including personal tracking devices (e.g. SPOT), while in the field. 
Additionally, students are not permitted to take personal music players (iPods, MP3 players, CD players, etc). Instructors will 
be carrying sufficient communication equipment (usually a satellite phone) to handle any emergencies that may arise. 
 
Fitness Recommendations 
You will have long, busy days on your expedition; your fitness goals should focus on your ability to sustain a moderate level of 
exertion for hours on end rather than “quick sprints.” 

              
Focus on a well-rounded routine that emphasizes stamina, endurance, flexibility and strength. Finally, don’t ignore the need 
for balance; this will serve you well in moraine and boulder fields where the ability to quickly find your center of gravity as you 
move from one step to the next will enable you to dance, rather than stumble your way through. For more information, please 
see the Physical Conditioning page of your enrollment packet. 
 
Course Objectives 
Each course is unique due to variables such as route, group dynamics, fitness levels and environmental conditions. Working 
within this context, it is our intent to accomplish the following objectives in five areas: 
 
Risk Management and Judgment 
NOLS prepares graduates to teach and practice responsible habits that promote the health and well being of self and others. 
Each student is expected to: 

• Consistently demonstrate awareness of personal limits on steep terrain (rock, snow, ice, and vegetated slopes) 
• Demonstrate knowledge of the mountaineering hazards encountered by the expedition, including rock and icefall, 

crevassed glaciers, avalanches, stream-crossings, moraines and boulder fields 
• Consistently perform specific techniques taught on the course to reduce or avoid hazards 
• Describe an emergency plan for a group in the outdoors 
• Demonstrate ability to perform basic emergency procedures to support a patient until help arrives 
• Use experience and developing judgment to implement sound decisions and follows them through to completion 

 
Leadership and Teamwork 
Students are exposed to the theory and practice of outdoor leadership, teamwork and expedition behavior. At NOLS, 
expedition behavior involves commitment to the group, acceptance of others, and cooperation to achieve goals. Each student 
is expected to: 

• Work effectively as a member of a team, displaying a positive attitude despite hardship 
• Effectively communicate ideas and concerns on an individual and group level 
• Accurately identify strengths and areas for growth in developing outdoor leadership in self and others 
• Take initiative in teaching and leadership roles with peers 
• Display awareness of group strengths and limitations 
• Demonstrate effective problem-solving skills 
• Provide effective oral and written feedback 
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Outdoor Skills 
Students are expected to live, travel and educate others in the outdoors within a framework of personal well being and care of 
the environment. Each student is expected to: 

• Consistently minimize impact upon the environment while camping and traveling 
• Live comfortably in a mountain environment: learn to camp, cook, and dress for a variety of conditions 
• Travel competently in steep, mountainous terrain using off-trail navigation, hazard evaluation, glacier travel and 

river-crossing techniques 
• Demonstrate the ability to safely belay, rappel, and set up simple anchors  
• Demonstrate understanding of the principles of site selection and management for rappelling and top roping 
• Accurately assess skills, strengths and endurance in self and others and conservatively apply those limits to given 

situations 
 

Environmental Ethics 
An integral part of every NOLS course is to raise students' awareness of their impact on the natural world. Each student is 
expected to: 

• Use basic natural history observational and interpretive skills to demonstrate an understanding of and respect for the 
course environment 

• Discuss the history, facts, and potential solutions relevant to pertinent environmental issues 
• Demonstrate basic knowledge of and respect for local cultures 
• Reflect on the transference of wilderness ethics and practices into daily personal and professional life 

 
Wilderness Education Skills 
This course helps students to develop as wilderness educators and leaders. Each student is expected to: 

• Consistently model basic outdoor living skills 
• Understand how environmental factors influence learning situations 
• Demonstrate self-direction in the pursuit of learning opportunities 
• Teach a class or make presentation to the group 
• Reflect on personal teaching style and philosophy through critique and discussion 

 
 


