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life: Sooner or later, we all start to show
the signs of aging. Our knees may
become less resilient, our reaction time
may not be what it used to be, and many
of us find ourselves fretting about things
like retirement plans and cholesterol. If
you're in this category, you know that
some days there’s not as much spring in
your step when you jump out of bed to
go skiing. (And if not, just wait. . . your
time is coming.) Regardless of how old
you are, however, you well know that ski-
ing is a physically demanding activity.
Just imagine how your older students
must feel!

Many of the people who take lessons
are “up in years.” For the purpose of this
discussion (and at the risk of offending
someone), let's define that as age 40 to
80. Instructors need to realize that some
of these individuals may have different
expectations of the skiing experience
than their younger counterparts. How
can we best serve this segment of the
snowsports public?

We can start by identifying the con-

cerns of older students and making a

few simple changes in our lesson plans
to accommodate them. We can't turn
back the clock, but we can help these

3

guests have a pleasant and sati

ying

snowsports experience

GUEST-CENTERED TEACHING
Although many older guests may share
certain characteristics, it's important to

hasize that instructors should not

make universal assumptions about a
person's abilities based solely on factors
such as gender or age. Resist the urge to
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Older students tend to

younger counterparts

blindly stereotype them. PSIA’s empha-
sis on guest-centered teaching was
developed with this in mind
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assess your aging client’s potential
, O O

Fthan their

building the lesson plan around each

individual rather than using the same
approach with every student. This

entails conducting an informal interview



before the lesson even begins (more on
that later) and enhancing the informa-
tion you get from that dialogue with an
objective (and discreet) assessment of
the person’s age and general constitu-
tion. Regardless of how enthusiastic and
excited older students may be, the reality
is that for many of them, their potential
for success hinges on their age and
physical abilities. As with all students,
no matter how much people may want
to succeed, if their bodies cannot meet
the challenge they may not be able to
meet certain goals. Moreover, if students
of any age push themselves beyond their
physical ability, they may become overly
fatigued and increase their risk of injury.

The following sections contain further
information on some of the physioclogical
considerations that have bearing on older
skiers. Awareness of these characteris-
tics—along with a solid grasp of each stu-
dent's unique qualities—can help you
introduce activities that are appropriate in
terms of intensity and focus.

THE AGING BODY
According to the 1986-2000 Behavioral
Risk Factor Surveillance System (a
national survey conducted by the
National Center for Chronic Disease
Prevention and Health Promotion to
monitor health-risk behaviors and pre-
ventive health practices among adults in
the United States), 30 percent of people
18 years or older engage in no regular
exercise; and more than 73 percent fall
short of general recommendations to get
in 30 minutes of moderate-intensity
exercise at least five days a week. Mus-
culoskeletal strength increases in both
men and women until approximately
age 20, then tends to plateau until they
reach their mid-40s, at which point it
begins to decrease. Both men and
women lose as much as 25 percent of
their strength by age 65; at all ages,
women tend to lose more muscle and
strength than men.

By age 70, most adults lose 40 to 50
percent of their pulmonary capacity (the

ability to breathe and process oxygen).
The result in the context of skiing is that
both older men and women will need to
exert a higher percentage of their maxi-
mum capacity, which often leads to
fatigue and the propensity for injury.
Decreases of 40 to 60 percent of anaero-
bic power (short bursts of strength typi-
cal in alpine skiing) leads to loss of
coordination, movement efficiency, and
decreased motivation.

In general, a person's metabolism
decreases at a rate of 1 percent per year
from age 25 to 50. This means that even
if a person maintains the same body
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to adapt to changes in elevation—so
anyone who lives at elevation or who has
already been at the area for several days
may not have the same adverse reaction
as those who are not acclimated. And,
obviously, people who have maintained
an active lifestyle may not find the expe-
rience as taxing as those who have been
sedentary for most of their lives.

WHO ARE YOU?

The first ride up the lift is a perfect time to
get background information from your
clients. During a short, 10-minute ride,
you can estimate their age (if they haven't

nen lose as much as 25 percent of their

at all ages, women tend to lose more

| MUSCLE AND STRENGTH than men. By age 70, most

| adults lose 40 to 5
weight, he or she will amass more fat
cells while losing muscle, bone density,
and connective tissue. In addition, by age
70, people are more likely to lose general
flexibility, range of motion, visual acuity,
depth perception, and as much as 15 per-
cent of their reaction time.
Environmental changes may compli-
cate these physical considerations con-
siderably, particularly if these students
have zoomed from sea level to the
higher elevation of your resort. With an
elevation gain of 4,000 feet or more, the
body responds to a decrease in oxygen
pressure by increasing its ventilation or
breathing rate—both at rest and during
physical activity. The heart must work
harder to pump the same amount of
blood, so the heart rate goes up as well.
To make matters worse, few people
drink the recommended 8 to 10 glasses
of water per day, so they begin their vaca-
tion dehydrated. This common condi-
tion lowers blood volume, resulting in a
higher demand on the heart and causing
lightheadedness and nausea (not a good
way to feel when trudging up to meet an
instructor for that first ski lesson).
Fortunately, the human body is
resilient. Within several days, it begins
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o percent of their pulmonary capacity.

already told you), find out at what eleva-
tion they live, how often they exercise,
whether they engage routinely in any
sports, and what they would like to accom-
plish during the lesson—all great infor-
mation for building your lesson plan.

The type of exercise and level of
activity in which your client engages will
provide important cues about the per-
sor's stamina so you can choose appro-
priate lesson activities. As with any
student, his or her involvement in high-
energy sports, such as aerobic dance and
inline skating, may indicate that the per-
son has a stronger ability to assimilate
the new skills required in alpine skiing.
On the other hand, if the student’s pri-
mary form of exercise is golfing or bowl-
ing, he or she may struggle a bit with the
aerobic and anaerobic demands of
SNOWSpOIts.

One of the best students 1 ever
taught was an accomplished inline
skater. She progressed from a level 1 to
level 4 skier in just two days because she
had already acquired the necessary
fore/aft and side-to-side balance skills.
In addition, she was physically fit, a risk-
taker, and her choice of activity routinely

CONTINUED
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 33
required her to condition the same mus-
cle groups used in alpine skiing.

LESSON UPS AND DOWNS

One of the most depressing sights I've
ever seen was a group of middle-aged,
first-time skiers sweating buckets as
their instructor sidestepped them
halfway up the mountain on a warm,
spring day. What this instructor failed to
realize was that, due to the physical chal-
lenges of aging, many older people find
this sort of thing extremely difficult and
unpleasant. How could these students
possibly have felt any excitement for the
sport? If they were able to walk the next
day, you can rest assured that they
wouldn't be returning to class.

[f a student is not particularly fit, you
aren't going to whip that person into
shape during a lesson; you're going to
have to work with what you have.
Remember that students coming from
sea level might not be acclimated until
about the middle of their vacations.
Instead of exhausting them on the first
day with physically demanding drills
such as sidestepping up steep hills, try to
refine the same technique by taking
advantage of flatter terrain.

And speaking of terrain, keep in
mind that sending your students down
steep terrain will cause them to isometri-
cally contract what feels like every muscle
in their body, resulting in rapid fatigue.
Remember that many older skiers are
already beginning the day with a power

to terrain that is slightly less challenging
than what you originally had in mind.
Use rollers, double fall lines, and
ungroomed aspects of an easier run
instead of heading to a steeper, too-chal-
lenging run, even though that run might
be groomed. Students who are out of
shape, not acclimated to altitude, and/or
new to the sport may have less confi-
dence than you might expect. It is critical
to give them plenty of opportunities to
master easier terrain so they can main-

of the lesson. It's all about quality rather
than quantity. Most 20-something skiers
want to regale their friends at the end of
the day with how many vertical feet they
racked up, but older skiers are more likely
satisfied with the fact that they success-
fully acquired new skills. One good pow-
der run may be more important to them
than how many runs they made that day.
Along with choosing appropriate ter-
rain—and adjusting the pace accord-
ingly—Dbe sure to schedule frequent “rest

Many aging skiers are far MORE CONCERNED about the
possibility of getting hurt than their younger counterparts.

tain control and thereby develop a sense
of accomplishment. Only then will they
have the self-assuredness and the willing-
ness to tackle the next challenge you put
before them.

TAKE IT DOWN A NOTCH

We've all heard the expression “kids have
no fear,” and while that attitude may peak
in young adulthood, it tends to wane as
people enter the “golden years.” Many
aging skiers are far more concerned about
the possibility of getting hurt than their
younger counterparts, and instructors
need to be sensitive to this.

If youre teaching older adults,
remember that they may possess less
physical power, have longer reaction
times, and exhibit a diminished ability to
discern variations in terrain (especially on
inclement days) compared to someone in

[f astudentis NOT PARTICULARLY FIT, you aren't going
to whip that person into shape during a lesson; you're
going to have to work with what you have.

deficit. Until they've learned about bal-
ance through proper body alignment,
they’ll try to compensate by contracting
their muscles for stability.

[f you have any doubts about an older
student’s ability to ski certain terrain,
don't take chances; introduce the person
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his or her 20s. Avoid taking them into
tight, “do or die” situations that require
split-second decisions. Many older skiers
like to have time to think about where
they're going to make their next turn.
Regardless of whether students have
skied for 30 years or one day, relax the pace

stops.” Muscular fatigue and depleted
energy levels canh easily be rectified by a
short break. Suggest that students eat
something light and drink plenty of water
at regular intervals to stave off dehydra-
tion and low energy. Many older students
may be too self-conscious to request a
break, espedially if there are younger stu-
dents in the class. So, be sure to ask them
often (and discreetly) if they would like
one. They need to understand that it’s per-
fectly okay to ask for a respite.

ENOUGH IS ENOUGH
So, you've had a great lesson. The snow
was perfect, and everyone had a great
time, picked up some new skills, and
feels exhilarated. Should you call it a day?
If you've given your students a good
experience and it's still early afternoon,
take a break and check everyone's energy
level. As a rule of thumb—and at the
risk of sounding condescending—I
think it's safe to assume that all visitors
to altitude (regardless of age) have at
least 30 percent less energy than what
they may feel they have. Active muscles
will not begin to recover from a day's
activity until several hours after the per-
son stops skiing. The body’'s fluids will
begin to redistribute, the muscles'
energy stores will begin to replenish
themselves, and active muscle tissues
will begin to repair—all about the time



that your students have crawled out of

the Jacuzzi and are headed for dinner.
If, ai'tcr _\e‘uu'w: checked with your

students,
can ski

ere is a consensus that they

more, then press on. If not,
adjust your plan. When skiing with older
clients or those who are obviously
fatigued, noticeably out of shape, etc,
tend to ski the group in “loops,” that is,
close to an easy exit for home. That way,
fatigued students have an easy “out” and
the other, more resilient students have
the option to take another run or two.
CONCLUSION
Guest-centered teaching encourages us
to tap into each student’s “profile” and
structure a ski lesson that will best suit
the individual. As with any other guest,
there's no single template that applies to
every older student you meet. That said,
it's important to be aware of the common
characteristics of aging. Your assessment,
combined with factors such as the per-
sor's age, overall fitness, and time spent
at altitude, are the tools you need to struc-
ture a lesson with the

pace

right content and
for the individual. #
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