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About the Course
This courseware is the approved set of instruction provided by the Alabama Scenic River
Trail for the purpose of instructing youth on how to properly and safely paddle a kayak or other
personal watercraft. This courseware should provide everything you need to know from where to
locate a classroom setting for teaching, flyers you can use to attract kids to the program, and
specific instructions for entry-level paddling.
The program, called RiverKids, was established in 2013 by the Alabama Scenic River Trail
with help from the National Park Service, Legacy Partners in Environmental Education, The
Alabama RC&D Council Association and the Calhoun County Commission. These partners
made it possible to locate kayaks, trailers and all needed equipment at various locations around
the state for the express purpose of introducing all of the youth of Alabama to the outdoors with
an emphasis on education, safety and ongoing stewardship.
The Alabama Scenic River Trail operates an ongoing program to locate and train volunteers
to introduce children to the most basic elements of paddling through the RiverKids program.
These adult and teenage volunteers do not need to be certified for this training, whose main
objective is the safe conduct of the children on the water. The expectation is simply that the
children are carefully looked after, instructed in the rudiments of boat operation and safe
conduct, and learn to steer and propel the boat with their paddles.
Out of this program, which attempts to introduce as many participants as possible to the
water, we hope that the future users and stewards of our rivers and streams emerge.
If you need help with anything you find (or do not find) in this document, you can go to the
website www.alabamascenicrivertrail.com and click on the CONTACT tab. There you will find
the names, telephone numbers and email addresses of people who can help you. You can also
find out about programs that may already be operating near you.
This course will have two main parts: A dry-land block of instruction with an introduction to
kayaking; and an in-the-water experience focused on getting acquainted and steering the boat.
This courseware offers some additional options such as a brief out-and-back picnic and other
fun activities for kids and adults to do together.
This courseware also contains the forms and checklists required to manage your classes.
Each of the sessions are broken into blocks of one-half hour (except for the actual on-thewater instruction, which takes place over a two hour window in the afternoon), allowances must
be made for weather and the level of interest shown. If the kids are having a good time in the
afternoon, it is suggested that the session be allowed to run long.
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Do not expect that every child in the program is going to enjoy it. Fear of water, fear of
failure in front of peers, problems at school or home and many other factors can mean that any
or all of your student’s won’t have a good time on the water. Be prepared for this.
The culmination of the optional second level of instruction is to register kids for the out-andback picnic, which will include demonstrations of stewardship such as trash pickup and noting
anything unsafe or that needs to be cleared from the water seen along the way.
Other trips developed beyond those provided as part of these instructions are highly
recommended by the Alabama Scenic River Trail. If you need qualified instruction before
carrying out any level of participation beyond that outlined in this courseware, please contact the
Alabama Scenic River Trail, the American Canoe Association, or any qualified instructor in your
area.
Once kids graduate from the program presented in this courseware and are ready to learn
more, it is a good idea to get them before an accredited instructor for the further development of
their paddling skills. The opportunity to get your students before an American Canoe Association
instructor can be arranged through your contacts with the Alabama Scenic River Trail or your
local canoe and kayak club.

	


What you will need

	


• A full understanding of this program
• An indoor or outdoor classroom setting. An area in a park with picnic tables to accommodate
the students will do.
• Access to water that accommodates students standing in water. A busy ramp or a bank with a
deep drop will not work. A sandy freshwater beach in a park would make a good choice of
outdoor classroom, but a firm creek bank would work as well. There is no reason that the
introductory paddle could not be conducted in a swimming pool.
• A signed waiver (included) for each child you sign up. A parent or legal guardian must sign the
waiver.
• Handouts (included) to be given to the parents or legal guardian describing the benefits of the
program and a detailed rundown of what their child will be doing in the program.
• Permission from the operating authority to let you conduct a class with the children.
• One helper for each five children
• Permission from the operating authority for the in-the-water classes. The Operating Authority
is whoever is responsible for your being on a body of water. It may be a private enterprise, a
landowner, a city, county, the US Army Corps of Engineers, or other entity. There may be
multiple Operating Authorities for a single body of water or part thereof.
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• Permission from the operating authority to use the destination facilities for the out-and-back
picnic (normally, all three of these permissions are obtainable from a single authority).
Permission forms are included in this package.
Read and understand the Instructors Guide to Equipment in this courseware. Here you will
find an explanation of the gear and how it is used, including the kayak trailer. It will help you
answer questions from adults and kids in the program. It may be helpful and is advised to see and
inspect the gear at the place of storage before you have to work with it in front of a class.
Both the minor attending the course and the adult volunteers must fill out and submit their
respective waivers. Wavers should be kept in a secure place for one year unless you are notified
otherwise. They may optionally be sent to the Alabama Scenic River Trail, 799 Ashley Drive,
Madison, AL 35758 for filing and storage.
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What to do two months before the first class

	


• Advertise the program in your area online to other outdoor information resources
• Notify your local newspapers and cable local information channels
• Speak to your local Boy Scout Pack and Dens. This is a good way to pick up capable older
Scouts who can volunteer to assist you.
• Notify churches and Boys and Girls Clubs
• Notify your local 4H Chapter
• Enlist other volunteer and youth-oriented organizations in your area.
• Talk to these groups or local eateries about sponsoring lunches, snacks and drinks.
• Locate a place for the instruction

	


What to do a month before the first class

	


• Remind parents of their responsibility to have their child ready on the morning of each day of
instruction and remind them that there are four weeks until the start of the program.
• Remind volunteers of their responsibility to make available whatever they have promised the
program.
• Remind the operating authority for the venue that the program will commence in four weeks.
• Arrange for alternate days if weather delays the outdoor portions of the instruction.
• Make sure you know where the bathroom and hand washing facilities are and that you have a
volunteer to shepherd children to and back from their bathroom breaks and hand washing.
• Familiarize yourself with the forms you will need to conduct your class. The main form you will
need is the Waiver, which parents or guardians must sign and you must have on record for
EACH CHILD who takes the class. Original waivers must be kept on file; copies will not be
permitted.
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What to do a week before the first class

	


• Arrange transportation for any child or participant who does not have a ride to and from the
class.
• Check the weather to make sure conditions are favorable for the event. Weather is not
important on Day One if the instruction is being given under a covered space or indoors.
Weather is important on Day Two and subsequent days unless part of the in-the-water
instruction can be conducted in an indoor pool.
If storms, high winds, or unusually hot or cold weather are forecast for the periods of
outdoor instruction, cancel the event and notify all participants that the advertised rain date will
be the new date for the instruction. Adjust all items in this schedule to the rain date schedule.
Make sure that you have a waiver for every child signed up, and make sure that you have an
adult helper for every four children in the class.

	


What to do a day before the first class

	


Make sure that all items needed to conduct the class in accordance with this courseware are
at hand:
• Waivers
• Transportation
• Food
• Water
• Sunscreen
• Boats, paddles and gear
• Demonstration materials (plastic bags, water, snacks, various other types of boats if needed)
Go over what you are going to say and know how long it will take to say it. Program Blocks
are generally thirty minutes in duration, with 20 minutes being an instruction period and ten
minutes being time to snack, play with the equipment and each other, ask and answer questions,
and take a bathroom break. The exception is the initial afternoon paddle. Plan two hours, letting
the kids set the schedule. If they need more intensive instruction, you may provide it. If they want
to paddle around the adults and develop their directional skills, that should be allowed as well.
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RiverKids introduction to paddling
The following describes the actions and narrative for an instruction teaching a group of up to
one dozen children. A minimum of two adults (two instructors, or, optionally, one instructor and
an assistant) for a group of up to six kids is ideal. The adults involved must be able to handle the
boats and the trailer, and to teach the students how to handle the boats. If the instructors are not
capable of handling the boats, more volunteers will be required. While the instructors and boat
handlers must be the same people to meet the minimum number of trainers mentioned above,
they do not have to be the same people if more volunteers can be located to do both tasks
separately.
The instruction begins in an informal classroom setting open to a lot of interaction from the
kids. Then, it moves to the boats themselves, then to paddle-handling skills while standing in
water. Finally, the kids will be ready to take to the water.
During all of the instruction, no matter where it is taking place, the students must be
instructed never to be more than two boat lengths away from an adult until they become
proficient enough on the water that their supervisor allows them to do so.

	

Block 1 10:00-10:30: What it’s like to paddle

For this section the instructor should have several boats available in addition to the sit-on-top
kayaks to discuss the pros and cons of each type, such as solo canoe, tandem canoe, sit-in kayak,
etc.

Narrative:
"People have always known that it is often easier to get around on the water than on the
land. The kayak was invented hundreds of years ago by people who fished and hunted
whales to stay alive. The design of their boats was one of the most important
technologies of ancient times. Any flaw or problem could result in death.
"One of the reasons that we enjoy kayaking today is because these ancient people did such
a good job, there has been very little to improve upon. Sure, durable materials like plastic
have taken over from the animal skins and bone of long ago. But if you saw one of those
boats from five hundred years ago there would be no mistake as to what it was. It would
paddle the same way you paddle today. You could paddle it.
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"In this way the kayak—which means “one person’s boat"—is a gift passed down to you
from long ago.

	


"The kayak is made to hold one or maybe two people and a little bit of gear. It is made
to travel on almost any kind of water. It is fast and sure.
"Paddling a kayak is the best way there is to get close to wild birds and animals. It is the
best way to get to the “secret” places no other boats can go. It is a great way to fish. It
goes about as fast as a person walking. You can learn to paddle almost perfectly quietly.
Just about anyone can learn to paddle a kayak in a short time. Once you learn the basic
skills, you can get better and better if you want. Some people learn to paddle over
waterfalls. Some paddle hundreds or even thousands of miles, even across the ocean to
other countries. But most people use it to explore where they live, and to see and feel it in a
way that you can only do in a kayak.
"The great thing about a kayak is that is will go wherever you paddle it. The bad thing
about a kayak is: it will go where you paddle it! You need to know two things, basically.
How to go straight in the kayak and how to turn in the kayak. But we’ll get to all that in
a later lesson. There are some important things to learn first.”

	


Different types of boats

	

There are many different types of boats, even more than we will talk about here. What
they all have in common is that they usually carry one or two people and are powered by
a paddle instead of a motor, or just floating, like a raft.

	


Some boats are open. They hold a lot, but the open boat lets water into it. Unless you
build in special floats, these boats can get you in trouble when they fill. A canoe is an
example of an open boat. Canoes are usually paddled with a single-bladed paddle.
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Some boats are closed. They have a top over them to keep water out. These come in two
versions, one that you sit inside of (and these often have no extra flotation, like the open
boats talked about above) and one that you sit on top of. The sit-on-top (SOT for short)
is the most stable kind and are usually impossible to sink.

	


Standup Paddle boats (SUPs for short) look like wide surfboards. You stand on them and
paddle them from the standing position. This is how the southeastern indians paddled

	


their boats. They did not sit down and paddle like we do today.
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The names of the parts of the boat and paddle
	

Narrative:
"In this lesson you will learn the names of the parts of the boat you will soon paddle,
and the things you will always use with it like your life preserver, which is nowadays
called a PFD, and your paddle.
"Let’s walk around the boat and look at it. If I say let’s start at the front, can anyone tell
me where that is? Right. This is the front, and that is the back. Can anyone tell me the
difference? Yes, the seat on this boat faces one way. There is only one place to sit and
paddle, and only one way to sit.
"The front of the boat, where we are gathered, is called the bow. The back of a boat is
called the stern. The place in the middle where you sit, whether you sit on top of the boat
or inside the boat, is called a cockpit. The edges of the boat is a gunwale (pronounced
“gunnel”) the bottom of the boat, the underneath, is called the keel.
"Let’s say them together: Bow, stern, cockpit, gunwale and keel. Good.”
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"Now you know where to sit. Soon we are going to show you kids what to do when you
sit there so that you will streak across the water like a fish!

	


"The loops at the front and rear of the boat are handles. This is what you should always
use to handle the boat by. But boat handling is not really why they are there. Those
handles are there to help you stay with this slick plastic boat if you happen to fall out of
it. If you do get out of your boat when you are in the water, your first job is to home in on
one of these handles like a guided missile. You must stay with your boat, and one of these
handles is the way you are going to do that. Once you have your hands on one of the
handles, everything else will be OK. But you must have your boat in your hands.
"Now let’s take a look at the paddle. You can see that it has a blade on both ends, and
that it looks the same on both ends. The shaft is the part that connects both ends. You can
probably figure out from looking at it that it is meant to be held in the middle with the
same distance sticking out each side, and that’s basically true. You grasp the paddle with
both hands about straight out, not too wide or too close together. You will spend time in
the paddling training session—and more time on the water—figuring out what is the best
way to grab and hold the paddle. If you don’t hold it so the equal parts are sticking out
on one side or the other, your boat may be sent off course from the way you want to go.
But we will cover all that in the paddle class later."

	

Block 2 10:30 – 11:00: PFD and other important gear
Narrative:
"Does anyone know why a life preserver is called a PFD? What does PFD Stand for?”
"PFD stands for Personal Flotation Device. PFD. You are a person. This provides
floatation, or the ability for you to keep your head above water even without trying. It is
the most important piece of gear that goes with the boat, and in some cases it can be more
important than the boat itself.
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"This little puffy thing can save your life. It has saved the lives of many people. It keeps
your head out of the water no matter what else is happening. You must always wear one
on the water, and you must never get into a boat without one. In our lessons, we will not
even leave the bank without one. One of the most important parts of this training is
learning the proper way to wear and fit your PFD. It’s also called a life preserver or a life
jacket. Does anybody know why?”
"I am sure that many of you who have been around boats and fishing have seen people
throw one of these in their boat and then get out on the water after just tossing their
PFDs into the boat. The law says that a boat must have one PFD for every person on the
boat. The law does not say that the people on the boat must be wearing their PFDs,
Except that children 8 years old or under must always wear a PFD when in a boat
according to Alabama law. Other state laws concerning PFDs may differ). Sometimes,
when it comes to saving lives, the law is not enough. We know that adults can do without
actually wearing a PFD. We think that it is wrong for them to do so, and it is a poor
example for kids. We cannot help or change what adults do. But maybe you can. You in
this program are ALWAYS going to wear your PFD in a boat, and as you grow up, you
may be the example that changes the way other people look at things like wearing their
PFD.
"We do know from records kept by first responders that in Alabama, most people who
drown in a river or lake never had any intention of getting into the water. And guess
what? Almost none of them were wearing a PFD when tragedy struck them.
"Now I’m going to ask you a backwards question. Can anyone think of a place where
you CANNOT put on a PFD? That’s right, a place where it would be impossible to do
the most important thing to save you from danger in the water. I just gave you a hint when
I said that. In the water, that’s the answer. You cannot put on a PFD once you are in the
water. Probably nobody can. And the worse you need a PFD in the water, the more
impossible it becomes to put one on."
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Block 4 11:00 – 11:30 How to behave on the water
Narrative:
"When you are going on the water, you want to dress a certain way. You want to dress
pretty much like you would for a day at the pool. You don’t want to wear Army boots that
will pull you to the bottom! You will be in the sun a lot of the day, so you want to protect
your skin with sunscreen like you do at the pool. That’s a rule. You want to wear shoes
that let you stand up in the water without letting you get your feet hurt or cut. This
means, if at all possible, no flip-flops or open toed shoes or any shoe that will easily fall
off. You want a hat on your head to keep the bright sun off of it (that’s the one thing
different from swimming). You want to bring something to dry off with, a towel. At the
swimming pool you probably bring some cold drinks along with you, and that’s OK. But
water is a MUST. At the pool you can get into the water any time you want to cool off.
Being under water at a pool cools your body very well. It’s not so easy to get that cool on
the top of a boat. You can splash yourself, but that’s not the same. You have to bring
water to drink. You will be working out of the water, maybe for some time.
"If the day is going to be very hot, it is a good idea to bring that towel along with you, or
bring a large plastic bag like a trash bag to cover your legs to protect them from the sun.
You are going to figure out that one of the best things you can bring is a large plastic bag.
It will serve a lot of useful purposes. It will keep dry clothes dry, it will keep wet clothes
from getting you wet, it can keep your snacks and water together, and it will be your
umbrella in case of rain."
“Most everyone has cotton shorts and shirts to wear outdoors. Cotton takes a long time to
dry, and staying wet when it’s cold can be very dangerous. If you get a chance, wear fast
drying synthetic material and always tell an adult if you feel cold.”
Commercial “dry bags” should also be demonstrated here. Take a dry bag and put an
article of clothing into it. Fasten it per the manufacturer’s instructions and submerge it in
water to show how the contents remain dry. Explain how this can be worthwhile if the
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weather turns colder than expected or you have valuables such as a phone that you need to
take care of.

	

Lunch 11:30-12:30
Block 5: 12:30 to 1:00: Wearing a PFD
Narrative:
"You put on a PFD just like you would put on a shirt or jacket. You put your arms
through the armholes and fasten the front. Whether it zips, clips or ties is not important.
It needs to fit as snugly as it comfortably can. But the most important thing is the
shoulder straps. Let me demonstrate."
<select five volunteers from the group>

"One of you come up here to be the wearer of the PFD. Let’s take a minute to get into it
and the rest of you stay where you are and observe.
"OK. Now it’s on. Notice how loose it is. You’re going to see in just a minute why that’s
a problem. OK, I need one of you to stand right here and do nothing. In a minute you are
going to turn into Old Man Gravity and then the trouble will start. You look like you
would be good at that. I need the rest of you to put your hands right at the level of the
wearer’s shoulders and wave your hands like waves. That’s it. This shows you how when
a person is wearing a PFD, the head bobs above the water.
"If it’s put on right, that is. Let me demonstrate. Even floating in the water your body
has some weight. You don’t just float off into space. But your PFD tries to float up while
you are trying to float down. Now, Old Man Gravity, lean in here and give this PFD a
good tug upward like you would actually do.
"No, what do you see? You see that the wearer’s head is left down here, and the PDF was
too loose and now it is way up above the wearer’s head. This isn’t going to work at all,
folks. You can have a PFD on so loose that all it will do is make sure that your head is
underwater.
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"OK, the waves and Old Man Gravity have done your jobs. You may take your seats
again. We’re going to demonstrate how to tighten up the PFD so that your head stays
above water.
"You can tighten it across the front and back, making sure you leave a finger or two of
room under the front so you can breath OK. You can tighten the sides, here, so it doesn’t
ride up in the water. And, finally, you can tighten the straps so that they are not like
basket handles.
"Now, that’s better."
<Demonstrate the difference by pulling up on the PFD>

"Now I am going to show you how to look out for your buddy on the water. You’d never
go out alone, would you? It’s not a good practice and I don’t recommend going out by
yourself anywhere on the water or in the woods. With a minimum of two, you both have
someone to keep you out of trouble!"
Now fit everyone with their PFDs, and show them how to check each other’s fit and how

	


to help them adjust. Then check every paddler yourself before breaking for lunch.
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How to paddle safely and what to do if something
happens
Narrative:
"Paddling safely and keeping others around you from getting hurt depends mostly on how
you act when you are on the water. Here are some things that will not be allowed when
you are on the water. You knew this part was coming, didn’t you? Can anybody tell me
the one thing that your instructor would object to most? Horseplay. Tipping boat,
bumping into other boats intentionally, splashing another paddler, throwing things in other
boats or at other people, and using your paddle to do anything but paddle. I think that’s a
pretty simple concept. You will not be on land. You will all be concentrating on learning
the next thing you need to learn to make you a paddler. If you want to play in the water,
you may be allowed to play where you stop to rest if your instructor thinks it is safe. If a
safe place to play is not found, save it for your next trip to the pool. Horseplay is not
going to happen on our trips. If it does, you will find yourself back in the classroom
waiting for your ride home."

Dealing with dangers on the water
Narrative:
"For the most part, the only dangers on the water are the dangers that put you in the
water, and, if you are wearing your PFD and paddling as a group, there isn’t too much
trouble to get into.
"The exception is the weather. Your leaders are trained to know when to allow you to get
on the water and when not to, according to the weather forecast. If it’s too hot, your
classes and trips will be rescheduled. If it’s too cold, same thing.
"Rain without thunder will not stop a paddler by itself. While it may not be as fun as
paddling on a nice day, a light rain falling on you won’t hurt anything. Any more than a
!17

light rain is dangerous. Rain can make it difficult to see obstacles and can break your
concentration. Rain can also make it harder for people in other boats, especially
powerboats and jet skis, to see you.
"Rain is also, but not always, related to thunder. Thunder is also, but not always, related
to lightning. If you hear thunder, alert your leader as soon as you can. If you hear
thunder, expect to get off the water as soon as you can. You will be glad you have a
plastic bag when the rain begins to fall.

	


"Lightning is different. Lighting can and does kill people every year. If lighting is seen,
you will be directed off the water immediately. If lighting has been seen that day, you
will not get on the water in the first place.
"In case you are directed off the water because of lightning, here is what you are to do.
Proceed to the shore in an orderly fashion. As you arrive at your landing, the first two
paddlers out of their boats are to pull their boats clear of the landing as quickly as they
can, then begin helping others out of their boats. As each paddlers lands their boat, the
paddlers who have already arrived should be helping everyone else out of their boats and
constantly clearing the ramp so that paddlers still on the water are not held up by
congestion. This will allow everyone off the water as close to the same time as possible.”
"Next, it is time to gather belongings from the boats and put them into plastic bags. Take
shelter as soon as this is done. Go to where your leader directs you. If there is a structure
like a nearby garage, pavilion or boathouse, the leader will seek permission for you to be
there.
"If there is no shelter to be taken near the water, you will be taken to an area as free from
trees as possible, where you will spread out (not stand in groups) from each other,
crouching (not standing!) with your head covered by your plastic bag.
"Trees and metal structures are the most dangerous places to stand in when lightning is
present. Move away from trees, sit on your PFD for insulation from the ground, and keep
the rain off with your plastic bag.
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“The reason is that lightning tends to be attracted to the tallest things in the area. Tall
trees are a magnet for lightning, which can then harm anyone or anything in the
immediate vicinity. To stand near a tree in a lightning storm is taking an additional
chance in an already dangerous situation.
"Your leader has been trained to avoid situations like the one described above. It is not
likely that, with careful planning, your instruction would put you in such danger. But,
since the weather—and especially dangers like lightning—can be unpredictable, what
measures to take in case of lightning are a good thing to know whether you are paddling a
boat, out on your bicycle, or on the playground at school."

Block 6: 1:30 – 2:00 Time in boats (on land)
Narrative:
"In this exercise, we are going to take the boats from the trailer area and bring them into
the open. We will put them into a wide circle facing me. We will put them a little bit more
than a paddle-length apart so that when we practice our paddling we will not hit each
other. Please line up in pairs, and walk to the boats. Each pair will take the bow and stern
straps of each boat and bring them back as I directed. You will need to make two trips to
get all the boats.
"Now, let’s put a paddle between each boat and make sure it does not touch the boat next
to it.

	


"Now, each person should take the place in the boat they have chosen. Your paddle should
be along side your boat where you can reach it. For now, though, please leave your paddles
on the ground and concentrate on getting seated in the boat.
"Notice that where your feet stretch out in front of you, there are notches in the boat. These
are for the soles of your feet. There are a lot of choices, and your first job is to find a
position that is stable and comfortable. During a paddle, you will find that it feels better to
change the position of your feet in these notches. Sometimes you may want to hang your feet
over the side.
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"If you are comfortable, let’s make sure you are stable. You should be able to control the
boat a little bit by using your feet. If you press with your right foot and then with your left,
does the boat rock? If it does, and you are able to keep it from rocking too far by correcting
with your other foot, you are stable in your boat.
"Your boat may rock more on the ground than it does in the water. It may rock more easily
on the ground than it does in the water. When you get in the water, you will find that the
boat does the work of staying stable for you. Your boat may rock with the waves, and you
will find that letting the boat stabilize itself works better than you always trying to
stabilize it. These boats were chosen to be stable and easy to paddle for someone your size.
If you let your hips and back “go with the flow” you will have a more comfortable time on
the water.”

	

Handling a paddle
Narrative:
"Take hold of your paddle.
The paddles used in this program are one-piece, non-adjustable paddles with no angle
between the two blades (they are flat paddles). It may not make a difference how the
paddle is oriented to the paddlers as to top, bottom, front or back. Paddles often have to
be held a certain way to work correctly. Your instructor will show you the right way to
hold your paddle. It’s important to remember. Paddles may have drip guards so that
dripping water will fall outside the cockpit.

	


"Hold your paddle evenly at the middle. You should have equal parts extending out from
both sides of your boat. Hold the paddle with hands palm down curled over the
paddle shaft, a shoulder width apart or slightly wider than your shoulders.”

"Now we will practice a stroke. Learning a good stroke is one of the most important
parts of paddling a kayak. You will go further, faster and with less effort as you develop
the right way to paddle. Here are the fundamentals.
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"Hold your paddle up, in front of your chest. Rotate the paddle on one side down into the
water with a smooth, deliberate motion. The motion should be more like turning a crank
than swatting flies. You should not try for a swift or sudden motion. Your blade should go
down into the water (you can pretend this for now) at your knees. You will pull it back to
your hips, and then as you take it from the water, you put the other end in the water on the
other side of the boat in one smooth motion. (Demonstration by instructor from standing
position so class can follow. Maybe more fun if music with an appropriate rhythm is
chosen to accompany the exercise)."
Develop the practice of holding the paddle up in front of your chest. Have the students
pretend they are washing a cat and don’t want to get scratched. With their arms flexed and the
paddle evenly side to side, have them dip to the left with the blade while “pushing” the right arm
over it so as to draw the lower end through the water.
Most adults taking a paddle course generally have the skill set to not accidentally hit an
instructor (standing in the water) with a paddle, but kids may not be as adept. Take precautions
the appropriate distances are kept.

	


"Let’s practice this as a group for a minute. Look at my paddling and get with my
rhythm.

	


"Now we’re going to get on the water and put all this learning to work."
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Block 7: 2:00 – 4:00 or Later: In- and On-the-Water
Instruction
Review of boat and paddle parts

	


Review of safety instructions

	


Stand in the water paddle instruction

	


Proceed to the water with students. Each student should wade into the water with paddle in
hand. Students should be wearing their PFDs. Students should stand in two rows with a little
more than a paddle length between them. The instructor should stand before them to
demonstrate
• The “paddler’s box” concept of paddling, where arms are held alternately extended and stiff,
with the other arm flexed and pushing the upper end of the paddle forward to make the lower
end come back.
• The arms can be lowered into the water while handling the paddle like this until the paddle
“bites” the water and resistance is felt.
• Explain that no matter how much work their arms do to move the paddle, it will not have the
effect they want until they learn to get the paddle blade against as much water as possible.
• Explain that if the paddle is not held in the middle, with each end extending equally, it will be
impossible to control the boat the way they expect to.
Students must obey the instructions of the adults at all times. Students who are observed
putting this rule at risk are to be removed from the water.
Before entering the water, identify the non-swimmers in the group and walk each nonswimmer into the water with an instructor or volunteer (both with PFDs) and have the nonswimmers slowly sit in the water until they are completely floating by means of the PFD. This will
give them confidence in the PFD and will strengthen the PFD’s important to the observers on the
bank.
• Stand in the water boat demonstration and practice
• Have two or three students hold a boat and have a single student get into and out of a boat
while it is in the water.
The assistants holding the boat should announce that they are going to let go, then release the
boat so that the student is floating on their own. After a minute or two of this, they can be
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handed a paddle and allowed to paddle while a volunteer holds the stern handle to prevent the
boat from moving. During this time, the student will become more comfortable to the way the
boat yields to their movement, and the instructors will have an opportunity to help adjust the
student’s paddling technique.
Note that when you paddle on the right, the kayak turns to the left; and when you paddle on
the left you turn to the right. If you alternate left and right, the kayak tends to go straight. You
should practice going as straight as possible and also making sharp turns by keeping your paddle
on one side of the boat. Sometimes you will need to slow down or stop to avoid running into
another boat or objects in the water. Your paddle can serve as a brake when you drag it in the
water or paddle backwards. There are other useful strokes that you will learn as you become
more proficient in paddling. One of the most useful is the "draw stroke" to pull the kayak
sideways - Reach out to the side (perpendicular to the boat) and "draw" your paddle back toward
the boat. Note that the kayak will move in the direction of the draw stroke.
• Allow each student a minute or two of paddling before rotating to the next student. If enough
volunteers are available, several smaller groups can practice this simultaneously.
• When each student exits the boat(s), poor performers should be sent to one side for work on
obvious weaknesses while good performers should be introduced to the next step, Single
Paddling.

	

Single paddling: Paddle to a nearby point and return

• Students and instructors should be advised to stay together and stay alert for anyone having
trouble or falling into the water. If anyone falls into the water during this exercise, the exercise
must stop and quiet be maintained until the person has recovered and the situation is stabilized
before resuming.
• Pick out a spot where one or more instructor can stand about 35 feet from a launch site.
Students can be launched about two minutes apart. Instructors will serve as pylons around
which paddlers will maneuver to return to the launch site and to offer instruction in handling
craft.
• It is helpful if another person is involved in this guidance.
• Students who have successfully rounded the remote instructor are to return to the launch site,
where they can circulate the route again until the instructors feel that enough proficiency has
been achieved to begin the group paddle.
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Group paddle
Students may be gathered by an unoccupied instructor or volunteer as they show proficiency
paddling to a nearby point and returning. A group paddle may circulate through the nearby area
with the group passing near enough to the remote point of the previous exercise that the group
may pick up students ready to “graduate” from it. This can go on until all the willing students are
in the group paddle.
• The object of the group paddle is to
• Continue to develop paddling skills and control
• Become more comfortable piloting a boat
• Learning not to collide with each other on the water
• Learning to stop, paddle backwards and go forward as a group.
When this exercise is finished, students may begin bringing their boats in to the landing area.
Students who disembark their boats should help others out of their boats and assist in bringing
those boats aground, and transport them to the loading area. Be sure to mention and enforce the
rule that no one is to move a boat with someone standing in it, which could lead to injury.
If some students wish to continue to paddle they may do so as long is it does not hold up the
loading operation. An adult instructor who remains close at hand must supervise them. If direct
adult supervision is not feasible because of the operation of loading the boats, then all boats and
students must be brought in.

Block 8: Rack and Pack Boats and Gear.
See the later section Instructors Guide to the Equipment

	


!24

Optional Day 2 Destination Paddle
and Picnic
Where and when it is possible and as a reward for learning the basics, those interested in
doing so should be able to participate in an out-and back paddle picnic to a destination that
should not be more than a quarter mile in each direction.
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Forms and handouts required
for this program
Flyer to recruit trainers and children. This flyer can be printed and distributed to help
explain the program to the public. It is available for download in electronic form at
www.alabamascenicrivertrail.com/RiverKids.
Flyer to explain the program to parents and teachers. This explains what children
will do and learn in the program, who is responsible for the program and how their children will
be protected from danger. It is available for download in electronic form at
www.alabamascenicrivertrail.com/RiverKids.
Waiver to allow participation of adults and minors. This is a commonly used form
to grant permission to gather and teach children, with emphasis on release of indemnity for the
p ro g r a m ’s o p e r a t o r s. I t i s av a i l a b l e f o r d o w n l o a d i n e l e c t ro n i c f o r m a t
www.alabamascenicrivertrail.com/RiverKids. Adult volunteers must sign it, too. These waivers
are to be kept in a secure place from one year from the event date unless otherwise requested by
the program operators.
Agreement form for permission to operate the program. This form identifies where
the training will take place, who owns the place of training, and grants permission for our
program to operate there. It is available for download in electronic form at
www.alabamascenicrivertrail.com/RiverKids.

	

Checklists to help manage the instruction
These lists are included for copying on the following pages
• What to do two months before the first class.
• What to do a month before the first class
• What to do a week before the first class
• What to do a day before the first class
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Helpful Forms
	

What to do two months before the first class
	

• Advertise the program in your area online to other outdoor information resources
• Notify your local newspapers and cable local information channels
• Speak to your local Boy Scout Pack and Dens. This is a good way to pick up capable older
Scouts who can volunteer to assist you.
• Notify churches and Boys and Girls Clubs
• Notify your local 4H Chapter
• Enlist other volunteer and youth-oriented organizations in your area.
• Talk to these groups or local eateries about sponsoring lunches, snacks and drinks.
• Locate a place for the instruction

	


What to do a month before the first class

	


• Remind parents of their responsibility to have their child ready on the morning of each day of
instruction and remind them that there are four weeks until the start of the program.
• Remind volunteers of their responsibility to make available whatever they have promised the
program.
• Remind the operating authority for the venue that the program will commence in four weeks.
• Arrange for alternate days if weather delays the outdoor portions of the instruction.
• Make sure you know where the bathroom and hand washing facilities are and that you have a
volunteer to shepherd children to and back from their bathroom breaks and hand washing.
• Familiarize yourself with the forms you will need to conduct your class. The main form you will
need is the Waiver, which parents or guardians must sign and you must have on record for
EACH CHILD who takes the class. Original waivers must be kept on file; copies will not be
permitted.
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What to do a week before the first class

	


• Arrange transportation for any child or participant who does not have a ride to and from the class.
• Check the weather to make sure conditions are favorable for the event. Weather is not important on
Day One if the instruction is being given under a covered space or indoors. Weather is important on
Day Two and subsequent days unless part of the in-the-water instruction can be conducted in an
indoor pool.
If storms, high winds, or unusually hot or cold weather are forecast for the periods of outdoor
instruction, cancel the event and notify all participants that the advertised rain date will be the new
date for the instruction. Adjust all items in this schedule to the rain date schedule.
Make sure that you have a waiver for every child signed up, and make sure that you have an adult
helper for every four children in the class.

	


What to do a day before the first class

	


Make sure that all items needed to conduct the class in accordance with this courseware are at
hand:
• Waivers
• Transportation
• Food
• Water
• Sunscreen
• Boats, paddles and gear
• Demonstration materials (plastic bags, water, snacks, various other types of boats if needed)
Go over what you are going to say and know how long it will take to say it. Program Blocks are
generally thirty minutes in duration, with 20 minutes being an instruction period and ten minutes
being time to snack, play with the equipment and each other, ask and answer questions, and take a
bathroom break. The exception is the initial afternoon paddle. Plan two hours, letting the kids set the
schedule. If they need more intensive instruction, you may provide it. If they want to paddle around
the adults and develop their directional skills, that should be allowed as well.
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KIDS: LEARN TO
KAYAK THIS SUMMER

Free! Coming to water
near
you
	

	


The Alabama Scenic River Trail’s RiverKids Program is ready to rock this
summer! If you’ve ever wanted to explore the outdoors, learn as a team
and have fun in a safe, planned environment, RiverKids is for you.

	


CONTACT
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PARENTS AND TEACHERS: If you have ever wanted to
introduce your kids to kayaking, the Alabama Scenic River
	

Trail’s RiverKids program is for you.

Parents and Teachers

	


The RiverKids program is a safe,
effective way to teach paddling to kids
whether they’ve ever been around the
water or not. Qualified instruction in a
safe, supervised environment teaches
both teamwork and independence.
The stewardship and fellowship they
will experience will last a lifetime. It’s
a gift from you to them at no cost.

DISCOVER MORE AT
WWW.ALABAMASCENICRIVERTRAIL.COM

FREE
	

CONTACT
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Permission to use a venue for RiverKids training	

The RiverKids program was assembled of various partners by the Alabama Scenic River Trail to
teach children how paddle safely, have fun in the outdoors, and how to become good stewards of
their rivers and streams. It stresses both individual achievement and teamwork. It is free for any
child living or visiting in Alabama.	

This form is a request for permission to use an area for training. If you are receiving this
form for approval, 	

• The area has been reviewed by volunteers familiar with the RiverKids program and they have
deemed it a safe place to hold a training session for the program and	

• You have been identified as either a permission-holder for the property or as someone who can
organize access to the property.	

As a property holder in Alabama, you cannot be held responsible for anything that happens to
a person on your property (if you are not charging for access to that property). If you are
charging a fee for access to the property, the fee is expected to cover the liability that may result
from injury on this property. If you do not feel you can meet these requirements, you should not
sign this form.	

A waiver signed by students and parents will accompany each child in the program. The
waiver holds harmless anyone participating in the program. The course is for an introduction to
paddling and is mostly taught on land. Only short distances are involved. The students will be
placed under thorough adult supervision. Horseplay will not be tolerated. A Personal Floatation
Device (PFD or Life Preserver) will be worn when children even approach the water. Safety is
stressed throughout the course. 	

Date(s) of planned training______________Weather date(s) of planned training______________	

Location of planned training description or park name)__________________________________	

City_____________________________________Phone________________________________	

Address_______________________________________________________________________	

Responsible Operating Authority (city, county, landowner, etc)___________________________	

Date signed______________________Email_________________________________________	

Permission granted by (print name)_________________________________________________	

Signature_____________________________________________________________________	

Name of applicant/course conductor________________________________________________
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Kayak Class Review Questions
1. What is a PFD? ________________ ___________________ _____________________
2. Why is a PFD sometimes called a “life preserver”? ______________________________
3. According to Alabama law, what aged children are required to wear a PFD when riding in a
boat? ________________
4. What is the name of the part of the kayak paddle that goes in the water? ______________
5. Name the parts of the kayak in the following picture:

	

6. What is the main purpose of the handles at the front and rear of our kayaks? __________
________________________________________________________________________

7. When is it almost impossible to put on a PFD even though you need it? ______________
________________________________________________________________________
8. What is the best way to paddle to make your kayak go straight? ____________________
________________________________________________________________________
9. How should you paddle to make your kayak turn to the left? _______________________
10. How can you make your kayak stop or slow down? ______________________________
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Sample cover letter for RiverKids information packet	

Your child can learn to kayak in a safe environment for free!	

My name is______________________________ and I am inviting your child to participate
in RiverKids, a free program of the Alabama Scenic River Trail that will teach him or her to
responsibly and safely enjoy the sport of paddling. I am the ___________________________ in
this program. I can be reached by phone at ________________________ or by email at
___________________________. My references can be checked through (name of organization)
by calling (phone number of organization).	

The date(s) of the planned class(es) is/are _________________________________________
at (venue name and address) at (time) and will last until (time). Lunch and snacks (will)(will not)
be provided. 	

Participating children do not need to be able to swim in this program. They will wear life
preservers at all time near the water and will have adult supervision close by.	

The RiverKids program was assembled of various partners by the Alabama Scenic River
Trail to teach children how paddle safely, have fun in the outdoors, and how to become good
stewards of their rivers and streams. It stresses both individual achievement and teamwork. It is
free for any child between 9 and 17, in reasonable health, living or visiting in Alabama. This
packet of information contains:	

• This letter of introduction	

• A flyer asking kids to join our program	

• A flyer asking parents and teachers to tell kids about our program	

• A permission form/waiver for permission for your child to participate	

A waiver signed by students and parents must accompany each child in the program. The
course is for an introduction to paddling and is mostly taught on land. Only short distances are
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involved. The students will be placed under thorough adult supervision. Horseplay will not be
tolerated. A Personal Floatation Device (PFD or Life Preserver) will be worn when children even
approach the water. Safety is stressed throughout the course.	

At present, the RiverKids program is all volunteer and the requirements of special needs
children have not been anticipated. However, if you can specify those requirements for a single
or group of special needs children by contacting the person listed on this form, we will do our
best to develop our program towards such accommodation.	

I hope to see your child at one of our events. Please let me know by phone or email if your child
will attend. Please see that he or she has a dry change of clothes when they arrive. We’ll do the
rest, and they’ll never forget the experience.
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Instructors guide to the equipment
The Boats
The boats supplied for the RiverKids program are of the sit-on-top type (you sit on them, you
don’t get in them) and are unsinkable molded plastic. They come in two lengths, 11 feet and 9
feet.
The longer boats will track slightly straighter than the short boats. The short boats will be
easier to maneuver.
Put larger kids in the longer boats. Let the students find the right “footwells,” molded into the
boats as a heel support and an aid in stability, for their size.

Paddles
The paddles are one-piece flat paddles with no blade offset. If held properly there should be
no need to take special care to orient them to the water.

Personal Flotation Devices (life jackets, life preservers)
The PFDs are to be worn anytime the students approach or enter the water for any reason,
including the times that they are in a boat.
The PFDs snap closed at the front and are adjustable on each side and across the chest. They
need to fit snugly to be effective as there are no crotch support straps on these PFDs.

Trailers and lashing straps
Each trailer is provided with 20 lashing straps of the cam-lock type. They are much simpler
to use than ratcheting straps commonly seen in discount stores. The trailers used for the
RiverKids program were adapted from well-known and thoroughly tested designs used
specifically to haul paddle-style boats. They will normally be found holding as many as a dozen
boats, or as few as six boats.
These straps are made of very heavy nylon. The camlock fasteners are rubber covered to
prevent damage to ropes and vehicles, but cannot prevent injury if swung or thrown through the
air. Be sure this kind of activity with the straps is prevented.
The tongues on the trailers were designed to be extra long. This has several advantages for
the novice hauler. It makes the trailer less “twitchy” when backing. It allows the use of longer
boats such as canoes and sea kayaks if they are to be carried also. The long tongues on the trailer
provide the leverage needed to move the boats around by muscle power when they are not
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attached to a vehicle. The trailer rigging was made as low and as wide as feasible to limit the
amount of lifting and climbing required loading them.
TIP: If you are not proficient in backing a trailer with a vehicle, try this: Place your steering
hand at the bottom of the steering wheel while backing. When traveling in reverse, the trailer will
go in the direction that your hand pulls the steering wheel. If you have no one to help you back,
try opening the tailgate of the vehicle for a better view of your backing situation. Be sure that
your open hatch clears limbs and other potential obstructions.
Loading the bottom bin. The bottom bin of the trailers is mostly made of open-weave
steel to allow wet equipment to drain and dry while in transit. The bottom of the trailer is
designed to hold all of the PFDs and paddles used with the boats, plus extra room for water, food
and extra gear. By loading the bottom gear first, you are securing the contents against being
windblown from the trailer and keeping them more difficult to see and access during times—like
the times you take the kids into a restaurant or pay for fuel—that the rig is left unattended.
The bottom bin uses a single strap around the mast to loop through all of the snapped-closed
PFDs. When children turn in their PFDs, you must check to ensure they are turned in zipped and
closed. In this way, the strap can be threaded through all of the PFDs before the end of the lash
is passed through the cam lock. Paddles are places on top of the PFD pile and the loose end of
the strap is used to bundle and tie them tightly. Now the boats are ready to load.
The trailers were designed to easily rack a dozen boats. The extra long arms (the steel parts
that cradle the boats) are attached to the masts (the upright parts) at an angle to that the arms
pull the boats toward the masts.
The trailer is loaded with boats, three on each arm, from the top down. If an attempt is made
to load the bottom first, loaders will not have a secure standing point from which to access the
upper arms, and the boats will have to be unloaded before proceeding. The only exception to this
rule is when you are certain that there are less than six boats to load on a trailer.
WARNING! Do not stand on the trailer fenders while loading boats. They are not made to
take any additional weight. If you follow these instructions, there will be no reason to use the
fenders to load boats.
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WARNING! These are spring-loaded cam-lock straps. The loose end of the strap may be
inserted into the buckle end in two ways. One way will tighten on the strap and prevent it from
slipping out of the buckle. The other way will allow the strap to easily slip out of the buckle. BE
SURE TO CHECK YOUR CAM LOCK FOR THE CORRECT ORIENTATION AS
INDICATED IN THE DIAGRAM. MAKE SURE YOU RECOGNIZE AN
INCORRECTLY “LOCKED” BUCKLE WHEN YOU SEE ONE.

	


Drill students on the proper use of a cam-lock buckle. Demonstrate an incorrect and a
correct arrangement with two pairs of students. One pair of students should be given a correctly
assemble strap and cam, and the other given an incorrectly assemble strap and cam. A tug of war
played out with each strap will quickly make the point.
The technique for loading three boats on an arm is this (accompanying illustration): All boats
are to be loaded on their sides, tipped towards the mast. Load the first boat with the keel toward
the mast. Load the second boat the same way, keel facing mast. Then load the third boat the
opposite way, with the cockpit facing the mast and the keel facing out.
As each arm is filled with boats, strap from the mast, around the boats, then behind the mast
and into the cam for a complete loop. Tighten the strap until it makes a sound when plucked.
Take the loose end of the straps and guide it through the handholds on the ends of the boat.
Wrap and tie the strap ends around the nearest mast, front and back, to prevent fore-and-aft
movement of the boats while the trailer is underway.
Do this for the two top arms and then the two bottom arms. You should have used four of the
20-foot straps to tie the boats down and one to tie the PFDs and paddles down. This should leave
three remaining straps. Use two of the straps to tie over the middle of the kayaks. There is no
need to climb the trailer to accomplish this. Have one child, if training, or adult, if not, stand on
the downwind side of the trailer. This person’s job is to see that no one enters the zone near the
trailer as the straps are thrown, buckle end first, over the trailer from the opposite side. This will
ensure that the buckle hits no one as it falls to the ground. One or two persons may throw the
buckle end over the boats and trailer. Once the buckles are located, they can be connected to the
straps and tightened.
Depending on the amount of available time, teaching students to rack and dismount the
boats is strongly encouraged. The time to teach kids how to do this correctly is in the morning.
They are much apt to do this safely and without overinstruction when they are fresh, fed and fit.
Waiting until they return from a trip tired and wet does not yield the same results. Kids should be
taken to the trailer in the morning where they can unload, reload and then unload the trailer for
the day of in-the-water instruction.
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Learning to Remove Boats for use on the water and lash
them securely for Travel
Boats will be removed from the trailers and placed on the ground near the trailers. Then the
gear stored in the trailer bed can be accessed.
When loading kayaks on the top crossbars strap each one individually or have an adult
holding them vertically while installing or uninstalling to prevent a kayak from tumbling down to
the ground or onto a person.
There are enough straps to allow extra ones to go through the handles on each end for
further security to prevent the kayaks from sliding backward or forward on the highway under
wind or on sudden stops.
Remove the bottom boats first. This will allow workers to stand on the trailer where needed
to access the upper arms of the trailer. Once the straps are removed and placed in the bed of the
trailer, first one end—and then the other—of the boats are handed down to a helper on the
ground. Students can be invited to participate if they are of sufficient size and strength to help.
All other students must keep a minimum of one boat length away from the operation, and must
be completely silent during the unloading operation. It is important that those unloading the
boats be able to communicate with those receiving them on the ground. At no time between
lifting off the trail and placement on the ground should either end of the boat go unheld by a
pair of hands.
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