technical
matters

Choosing
A Technical Instructor

As I have grown to be an experienced diver, my standard
for choosing an instructor to
train or mentor under, has also
evolved. When I signed up for
my first scuba class, it really
didn’t make any difference to
me who was going to teach it.
The excitement of learning to
breathe underwater was the
only thing that mattered.
As it turned out, my
instructor was a past
Executive Director
of NAUI and an exNavy Seal. It wasn’t
until I had some real
diving experience
to compare my skills
to, that I really began
to appreciate how well
trained I was, and how a
good instructor can make
all the difference in the world.

Now, I seek only the top (and often
hardest) instructor trainers when I require
additional training for myself, and I love
the challenge. What I have come to
realize is that you can be trained by any
dive center that offers technical instruction, but for the knowledge to truly stick
with you and sink in, the instructor must
be good at the craft of teaching.
So, what do you look for when selecting a dive instructor? Even
more important,
what do

you look for when selecting a technical
diving instructor? The answer is not as
black and white as you might imagine,
because an excellent instructor doesn’t
have a tattoo on his or her forehead
stating “top instructor”. So, let’s take
a look at what makes a good instructor and the criteria that you can use to
select one. While we will concentrate
on technical diving instructors, most of
these principles can be applied when
selecting any instructor,
including recreational
courses.

photo illustration

Text by Ron Akeson
Photos by Barb Roy

Prepartion for technical class at
Mukilteo, Washington State, USA
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Technical Diving
Compatibility

Arguably the most important characteristic has nothing to do with their
qualifications; it’s your gut feeling
that counts. Plan to meet with your
prospective mentor and see how the
two of you get along. There’s nothing worse than taking a course from
someone you do not like or respect,
no matter how qualified or experienced they are. Above all you need
to have respect for your instructor,
and feel that you have something
to learn from them, or continue the
search for a different one. This will go
a long way in allowing yourself to be
receptive to their teachings.

Diving experience

Once an instructor is favored, you
need to know what diving experience
they have. They may talk the talk, but
do they walk the walk? Do they do
actual dives or are most of their dives
with students in a controlled atmosphere? There is something to be said
for real-world experience and doing
actual technical dives each month.
Maybe they send out a newsletter or
list upcoming dives on their website.
Some of the most important knowledge that your instructor can teach to
you is from the things that went wrong
or problems that arose on their personal dives. Learning from another’s
mistakes is an important part of the
teaching process. So, during your
selection process ask the prospective
instructor, what is the worst thing that
has happened to them on a dive, and
we have ALL had things go wrong.

Similar interests

“I look for someone with the same
interests that I have,” comments
Rob Wilson, a CCR Trimix divers from
Marysville, Washington State. “For
example, Ron was a no brainer for
me. We both share the same interest
in wrecks. Come to find out, it’s the
It’s a good idea to get used to using twin tanks before you start a technical diving course

Technical instructor, Ron Akeson
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Technical diver and cloud sponge on the
Sunshine Coast of Britsh Columbia (right);
Using Force fins for training (below); Pool
work and rebreathers (bottom left)

Technical instructor with students at Northern Gulf Islands
in British Columbia, Canada

work is like a car with no tires, it will go
nowhere real fast. Does the instructor’s knowledge exceed the course
you are about to take. One way is to
ask them the highest level they can
certify to. Another is to purchase the
book beforehand and read it. A good
example might be whether they have
an integral knowledge of decompression science and algorithms, which is
extremely important for deep
trimix diving. Ask to see their
informational database (books,
articles, certificates), which
might already be on display in
their classroom or the dive center. This will help you in deciding
if their education and training in
technical diving is adequate to
answer any questions you might
come up with.

same wrecks, too. I also would look for
someone who has actually done some
dives beyond their training hopefully the
dives I’m planning to do.
“I wouldn’t want a “card collector”. A tech instructor needs to go out
and actually do the dives he certifying people for. You can always find
a “tech” instructor but not many are
out doing “tech” dives unless they are
doing a class.
“For example, we had a Trimix
instructor come out on a deep dive
with students. The instructor turned
out to be a complete disaster. We did
have a couple of unforeseen challenges but nothing that could be considered a deal breaker. It is wreck diving after all. This person had no experience outside of teaching. I wonder
what kind of divers they will produce
with this kind of attitude.”

A solid reputation in the local dive community can also be a valuable consideration. Being well known for their diving
prowess is a strong indicator that they
know what they are doing. A ‘word of
mouth’ recommendation by a previous
student is another way to find out additional opinions of how a course was conducted. This should not be overlooked

I personally like to know if the
instructor is continuing with their
own education through additional
courses and/or seminars.

because first hand information might
give you an idea if the person feels they
received adequate instruction and feels
comfortable to continue in that level, or
do they feel they were shortchanged.

Teaching experience

Dan Dwarter, another CCR Trimix diver
from Washington also believes experience counts; “What I look for in a technical dive instructor is experience. Anyone
can go out and get a certification saying

Familiarity with the subject matter
should be next. No matter how much
dive experience they have, a limited knowledge base of the course
X-RAY MAG : 35 : 2010

Reputation

Continuing education

Knowledge

68

Technical Diving

EDITORIAL

FEATURES

TRAVEL

NEWS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

EDUCATION

PROFILES

PORTFOLIO

CLASSIFIED

feature

Technical Diving

they can teach technical diving, but it
is more important that the instructor is
DOING the dives. They have the classroom knowledge, and the field knowledge for said style of diving. Basically I
want to go with someone whom I feel
confident diving with at those depths.”

With this is mind; understandably
technical diving isn’t for everyone.
The bottom line is whomever you
choose must possess the ability to
teach in a manner so you, the student, can learn to the best of your
ability. Don’t be afraid to travel for
the instruction either. Maybe the
instructor 50 miles away will make
your learning experience worth the
journey compared to the instructor
across town. If you use the above
criterion and utilize common sense
for selecting an instructor, you
should have a very pleasurable
experience in the long run!
Ron Akeson is an Instructor Trainer,
marine biologist and professional photographer and cinematographer with
over 30 years of industry experience.
For more information, see his website at:
www.adventuresdownunder.com ■
LEFT TO RIGHT:
Technical diver,
Rob Wilson, on a
deep dive in Neah
Bay, Washington
State, USA
Training for cave
diving in Mexico
Technical diver
inspecting sponge
wall off the Sunshine
Coast in British Columbia, Canada
Gear set-up at the
dock on the Sunshing Coast of Vancouver Island, British
Columbia
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