DON' T SELL THEM SHORT - Teachi ng the Exceptional Student
Susan O Arnest

ABSTRACT

In the course of an instructor’s career, certain exceptions to the normal
student may be encountered. A few such exceptionally poor or marginal
students are nentioned in the paper with two discussed in detail.
observations on the methods of instruction and the progress of these
student s are nade and sone suggestions for instructing sinm|ar students are
made. The concl usi ons drawn are personal, general and | argely subjective,
but worthy of consideration by all instructors.

Sooner or later there cones a tinme when you as an instructor are approached by a
prospective student who seens to be a nost unli kely candi date for SCUBA i nstructi on.
Assumi ng t hat you can over cone t he probl ens, what ever t hey may be, shoul d t hese peopl e
be taught to dive? Mst could easily berejected outright; it is unlikely that they
could pass a swinmng test designed to screen out a noderately inconpetent water
person. What is it that persuades the occasional instructor toteach an exceptional,
areal |y exceptional, student? For the purposes of this paper, an exceptional student
is one with either physical or psychol ogical problenms that seemto nake successful
conpl eti on of a basic SCUBA course an unlikely venture. As such | would propose the
bl i nd, t he one-1 egged and t he non- swi mm ng candi dat e and al so t he prospecti ve student
withadebilitatingfear of the ocean. Peopleinall these categories have been t aught
successfully, not all by ne but by instructors that | know. Let nme enphasi ze TAUGHT,
not necessarily certified.

Why don’t we turn these students away? For some instructors there is a curiosity,
for others conpassion, and for still others there is an opportunity to neet what
appears to be the ultimate teaching challenge. Certainly the hours spent with an
exceptional student often exceed all the bounds of econom ¢ good sense. To bal ance
this the rewards can be correspondingly great. It is always a pleasure to take a
heal thy, well-co-ordinated, fit and water-oriented young adult and open the doors
of the underwater world to himor to her but your role as instructor has really been
just that, a door opener. Wth the exceptional student you function in a nmuch nore
conpl ex way and when your student is finally nade free in your world of innerspace,
you can truly feel that you have had a real part in creating sonething new.

Speaki ng personally I would not want to take on an exceptional student who was not
reasonably well notivated. Trying to inspire a water-confident but unmotivated
person is sufficiently frustrating. I"ve tried and have not been dramatically
successful . The power positive notivationcangivetopeopletoovercomedifficulties
is virtually incalculable. As you build a climate of trust this further enhances
the notivation. The whol e procedure is going to take time and the financial rewards
are not necessarily great. Your mainreturnsw || be averyreal sense of satisfaction
and a sel f-reinforcenment of your position as an instructor inthis sport of diving.

To further clarify | nust confess to teaching in Hawaii, which is Paradi se enow M
usual teaching site is a protected beach behind a small barrier reef. M classes
areinthe daytine and are all -ocean. It does no harmthat the nmean wat er tenperature
i s about 73°F and the air tenperature is usually inthe low80' s. | amfree of many
of the probl enms | woul d encounter onthe Mai nl and. Water sports at home are a pl easure,
not an exerci se i n endurance. Although students get chilled, they can pick up a neat
sun tan at the sane tine.
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Inthis paper | will discuss in particular two exceptional students fromny records.
One was a total non-swimer at the start of her training, the other a poorly co-
ordi nated el derly di abetic, afunctional non-sw mer, afraidof thewater. Bothwere,
fortunately, highly notivated and al t hough neither could have been called a good
exanmpl e of physical fitness, both were nentally prepared to learn to dive.

| was never too sure of the prinmary notivating force for ny niddl e-aged non-sw mer,
Kay. | think it was partly peer pressure fromfellowfaculty nenbers who had si gned
up for the basic course, partly curiosity and partly a desire to neet a chall enge
of her own devising. In the case of the diabetic, Ed, the reason was nore obvi ous.
H s job requires that he nake periodic trips to anisolated Pacific atoll (what ot her
kind is there?) for which trips he is unaccountably charged vacation tinme. There,
because of the one-pl ane-a-week transportation problemhe is stranded for a week,
sonetines two, with absolutely nothing to do after his work i s conpleted. No diving
for the uncertified! Hi s diabetic condition was as yet undi agnosed. |n so doing
he had put hinself in a state of near panic on two occasions while attenpting
snorkelling. Please bear in mndthat both of these people wanted to | earn to dive.
Both came to ne. How flattering.

Believe it or not as you choose, teaching a conpl ete non-swi mer to di ve poses very
little problemif that difficulty is not compounded by fear. Tinme if you can afford
it, is on your side. Al you, as the instructor, have to do is to throw away the
rul e book and start at the end instead of the beginning. After we had established
Kay's good health and that her desire to | earn was quite genuine, we nmade steady,
even rapid, progress.

Kay went inmediately into full SCUBA gear for her first water session. Special care
was taken in choice of fins and mask to assure the greatest possible confort to
m ni ni ze personal problenms. The nask sel ected was the ol d style USDi vers “Pacifica”
with the bigfront purge. W have found t he ease of clearingthis mask makes it nearly
i deal for many of our students. Her harness was pai nstakingly adjusted and she was
deli berately slightly overweighted to start. She then waddl ed down to the beach to
begi n her great adventure.

What woul d you t hi nk t he basi c fears of the non-swi nmer and t he functi onal non-sw mMmer
are? |'ve found it’'s the problens of being unable to stay afloat and the inability
to breat he when you sink. It seens pretty-obvious that SCUBA is the ideal way to
attack these probl ens! The procedureistostart the student onthe surface breat hing
t hr ough t he regul at or, hol di ng bot h hands and faci ng t he student, nuch as you' d teach
a small child to sit on the bottomto bl ow bubbles, (all the time TRYING to | ook
friendly and encouragi ng through your own nmask) very gradually you both settle to
the bottomin about four feet of water. (Renenber that extra weights). M non-
swi mrer, encouraged to sink and able to breathe, quickly relaxed and studi ed sand
particles, nmytoes, discarded soda cans and anyt hi ng el se t hat happened by, entranced.

Not so ny diabetic. Breathing was fine, as long as his face was dry. As Ed tried
to fold his 6"3" of rigid and angul ar body into three feet (lowtide) of water, he
got the lower part of his face wet. OOPS! ALL STOPS! Wth Ed this one sinple step
took a full two hour water session. Two hours just to get himto sit on the bottom
breat hi ng through a regulator! He was obviously unable to keep up with his class
inthewater. The first conprom se nade was to arrange t hat he woul d attend al | regul ar
sessions but add extra sessions of water work by private arrangenent.

Working with Kay, the non-swi nmer, conparatively was a snap. In rapid succession
she breat hed, went to exhal ati on t hrough her nose with the mask i n pl ace, added snal |
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i ncrement s of water tothe nask herself andclearedit andfinallyrenoved andrepl aced
the mask and cleared it all w thout having taken the regulator out of her noputh
underwater. The next step was to have her correct her buoyancy which gave her step
by step drills in regulator clearing. Adjusted to neutral buoyancy, she began to
use her fins andtolearnto co-ordinate her ki ck underwater. Wth nothingto unlearn
it worked beautifully. W had just reversed nost of our nornal procedures.

After beconing acquainted with the basic method of nanoeuvring underwater, she
rapi dly caught up with the class | evel on the rest of her basic skills, still largely
underwater. There wasn't a hitch. By the end of her first two hour water session
she was buddy breathing with ne.

The next session, a week later (this class neets on Sundays only) she noved to the
surface, still using SCUBA, and at first with her vest nearly full. Gradually she
shifted over to snorkel use and continued to practice kicking, albeit not too well
to start with. 1In the days between classes | amsure she practiced. At any rate,
we lent her a class vest to use with her mask and fins in her apartnment pool. She
nmade rapid progress.

It was of inestinmable help that she was intelligent, verbal and well notivated. The
mechani cs of SCUBA diving cane easily to her, as they do to their first open ocean
day for skin diving skills. Wth her fins, her kick had i nproved so nmuch that she
was able to nanage surf entries and | edge exits with no nore than the routine
assi stance given her classmates. This was exciting. On this day we usually have
a full conplenent of safety divers along stationed in the ticklish places. Kay did
not avail herself of their services any nore than any of the other students.

Uneventfully, | might alnost say it becane dull, she progressed to the end of the
course doing all her water work with her class. Obviously you all know how easy it
can be for a poor swi nmer to nanage di vi ng reasonably well. 1t gives everyone a fal se

sense of security. The checkout dive day came and Kay, instructor escorted, made
a delightful dive with no problens. Certificates and cards were handed out. Did
Kay get hers? O course not! This had been discussed with her beforehand; after
all she still couldn’t swim

It was fortunate that at this time we were preparing candidates for instructor
trai ni ng which enabled Kay to join the twice a week “swi nm ng club” at our practice
area. Here her basic training finally began. By now Kay was totally confident in
the water, both on the surface and under it. She vigorously tackled laps with the
staff menbers which gave her |eg exercise. Next we renoved her mask, |eaving the
fins and a partially inflated vest. (W had Iong since stopped rem nding her to
inflate that vest, and by nowshe frequently forgot). Finally the fins were renoved,
and this tine Kay rather nervously put quite a batch of air into the vest and set
out in three feet of water to see if she could, in fact, swm The inflated vest
bot hered her and got in the way of the armmnovenents so, quite calmy, she took it
of f and nmerrily went on her way, rather jerkily but SWMM NG Lo! Qur non-sw nmi ng
gal had finally arrived at the point where nost SCUBA students start; able to tread
wat er, bob, float and swi m her necessary distances. (Side stroke seened to cone
easi est).

So she got her card and cel ebrated by conpl eting the course a second tinme “just for
fun” so that she could be with her husband, just back from Vi et nam

In Kay’'s case the secret was sinply a natter of opening MY mind to an un-orthodox
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ORDER of teaching basic skills to a person whose only handi caps were an inability
to swi mand i nner conviction that she couldn't |earn because she could not stay on
the surface. Using SCUBA i medi ately and in the order used sinply bl ewthe probl em
away. |’'ve tried it since with good results.

Wth Ed the problemwas nore conplex. W rking with Kay and ot her subsequent non-
swi mers had given nme nmethods and procedures. Ed was ny toughest chall enge ever.
(I'ncidentally, | don't specialize in non-swimers but you' Il have to adnit that a
non- swi mm ng SCUBA student is sonething of ararity and therefore nenorable). Wth
Ed we had an el derly functional non-swi mer, one who had been poorly co-ordinated
all hislife. Also Ed had badly frightened hinself trying, uninstructed, to use a
snorkel . He had exhausted hinself into a hypogl ycaeni c episode in his at-that-tine
undi agnosed di abetes. In his words, it was a bad scene.

W were extrenely fortunate that Ed's physician realized the enornpus inportance
psychol ogically for Ed to nmeet this challenge at a tine when his |life seened to be
headi ng strai ght for nowhere. This doctor was wi se enoughtorealizethat the general
i mprovenent in Ed's health was worth a ganble. At any rate he gave conditiona

approval. | was fortunate in once again having a well-notivated and intelligent
student . Ed understood the limtations inposed on him by his diabetes and he
under stood the disease itself which is not all that usual in diabetics. In fact he

had | earned by trial and error tocontrol his problemlargely by di et bef ore he changed
doctors and found out what the problemactually was!

At first ny problemwas to convince Ed that | had all thetineinthe world, no hurry,
and that his repeated failures even to get his face wet were not going to upset ne.
| believe my line was, “we’ll either get you under water today or stick around and
get you under water tonight”. [|I'mnot normally a very patient person but SCUBA
i nstruction has wought some changes. Wrking with Ed really convinced nme of the
necessity for presenting a totally calm wholly wunruffled, never-failingly
encouraging face to a student. He did get over his self-reproach; he accepted the
fact that a pip-squeak fenal e eight inches shorter than he and nearly as old could
do it and was prepared to teach HM He buckl ed down and really got to work.

But oh, it DID take tine and patience. Between each repetition of every drill we
stood up and discussed infinitesinml successes and failures. W weighed every
manoeuvre in terns of Ed’s sugar levels. |t gradually was borne in on nme that this

was very much a dual |earning experience and that | was | earning as nuch on ny side
as Ed was on his. Fortunately | had a mini mal background i n di abetic metabolismand
things like this fascinate ne, so we had sone val uabl e di scussi ons on energy | evel s.
(Ed i s capabl e of several hours of hard physi cal | abour under our Hawai i an sun, sinply
usi ng sips of Coca-Cola™to bal ance his sugar needs).

Gradual Iy we reached toward the goal of getting himcertified before his next trip
to the atoll. There would be no diving there for hi munl ess he had his card. Once
| finally got himinto the water the next hurdl e was air supply. Edis alarge-framed
man and a heavy breather. He was provided with the | argest bore snorkel avail abl e
and he found it just barely adequate for his surface work. You nust bear in mnd
that his residual fear | evel was NOT assisting himin any surface work and we tried
to stay underwater as nuch as possible to start with. He devel oped a hang up about
our cl ass regul ators and so he purchased his own-for class use. The psychol ogi ca
boost of his own regul at or and gauge was augrent ed for hi mby suggesting a regul at or
wi th an adjustable fl owfeature on the second stage. | amnot going to discuss the
pros and cons of this feature, | canonly attest that certainly inthis case the real

31



val ue was a feeling of sone sort of control, however snall. It was real! H's own
pack, adjusted for his tall frane, was another help as was a large BC with tank
inflation. (These were not standard equi pnent). Here again ny personal feelings
had to be put aside, this student had to be equi pped to his preference. Step by step
and wi t h checks and halts, i n what ever order seened to be best to arrive at the desired
goal , the standards of performance for certificationwere net. Wth his extra hours
and his full attendance at the basic course, Ed nmade it and received his card. It
was a great day for both of us. He went off on his next assignnent and his only
conpl aint was that he didn't get enough diving.

Drawi ng on ny personal experiences and those of other instructors who have taught
exceptional students, | can generalize alittle. Teaching the exceptional student
isstinmulating, challenging and time consuning but in the process youlearntoo. You
get reinforcement fromTHElI Rent husi asmand frequently they try harder. Your teaching
techni ques may get a thorough shuffling. You may find yourself reorganizing your
basi c course for the regulator, then nmask and so on. Since ny experiences with ny
exceptions, we nowstart withnask clearingasthefirst | earned skill after breathing
under wat er .

Wher ever possi bl e take your cues fromthe student, rather than trying to stick to
arigid schedule. Flexibility is the golden word; if problens arise, you can skip
a whol e bl ock of routine exercises and coneback to themlater, or never. NAU very
wi sely does not rigidly structure the basic course. The handbook says “the fol | owi ng
skills must be perforned during the course ...” A swinmming test, per se, is not
required, but a level of conmpetence enmphatically is. Thou shalt not CERTIFY thy
student until he neets that level, but it does NOT have to be on the first day of
cl ass.

Because of the enornous increase of “stand around and talk story” tine involved in
teachi ng peopl e with physical and psychol ogical (especially the latter) hang ups,
| feel I"'mlucky to work in Hawaii. Al though ny prine teaching area | ooks very nmuch
i ke the breakwat er area near Monterey, the differenceis very apparent inthe anbi ent
air and water tenperatures.

Now | must speak out strongly and as an i ndi vidual. Two years ago TomMunt presented
a paper here in San Di ego which be called The Diver’'s Head. | quote, “if one were
to select aratio for the i deal bal ance of a diver, ny opinion would be 60%head and
40%physi cal ability. The heavier weight is in favour of the head as it governs the
physi cal response and control of thediver.” | concur. Awell trained TH NKI NGdi ver
who mai ntai ns a reasonabl e physi cal condition can be a far safer diver than one who
i s physically superb yet unthinking. Which group, after all, is the highrisk group
for autonobil e i nsurance? Are we goingto be driven by fear of | egal actiontoinsist
on ever nore conpl ex and demandi ng physical criteriaor are we goingtotry to becone
i ncreasingly aware of the nmore subtl e problens? To knowyour linitations andto have
the maturity to abi de by and work within, that know edge wi Il prolong the | ength and
enj oynent of a diving career.

I think we do a great disservice to a | arge nunber of people by basing so nany of
our standards and decisions on the experiences and conditions of one ngjor
geogr aphi cal region and of one | arge popul ati on segnent. Wy does a diver have to
be trained as if to dive in cold, dirty water when he doesn’t live in that area and
inall probability will be unlikely ever to dive there? W have been so brai nwashed
about our sport that we're in sonme danger of making diving |like a club for which the
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entrance requirenments are so stiff that the club expires for |lack of nmenbers. | am
sure that there are many physi cal handi caps. Students who, with drive on their part
and with pati ence and i nnovative teaching on the instructors’ side, have surnounted
t he chal | enges, have been certified and who have gone on as safe and enthusiastic
di vers.

Both of the two divers | have discussed in depth are currently active divers. Kay
recently called nme in panic with an ear problem Her doctor, a non-diver, had given
her the classic “you’ll never dive again” pitch. Fortunately there are other ENT
nmen and she was referred to one who dives. Net result - a happy diver once nore doi ng
her thing.

Ed di ves with us every weekend when he’s not bopping around the Pacific Basin with
tanks and portabl e conpressor. Nowthat he's certified he's devel oped his own styl e.
He cl ears his own special hand signals with his buddy for each dive and limts his
dive to atotal consunption of an Al um num90 charged to 3000 I bs. He uses this air
for surface swinmming as well as the actual dive because this represents his
approximate energy limt. A few eyebrows were raised at first because this is
unort hodox behavi our, at least in Hawaii. | was able to quell this when | nentioned
havi ng seen a NAU instructor, fromthe Minland, using his regulator for a surface
swim After all | know, and Ed knows, that he CAN use that pesky snorkel

Ed al so di ves wi th an energency supply of hard candy in plastic fil mcylinders tucked
into both pockets of his BC. He can confortabl e eat the candy underwater should a
need arise for an energy boost at depth. He conplains that the taste of candy and
saltwater is nauseating, but it works. Incidentally, these little cylinders are
pressure proof, or at |least they stay dry inside, down to 130 feet as | di scovered
by acci dent. W are at present investigating the possibility of taking Cokes
underwat er i n playtex col |l apsi bl e nursers. Except that | break up every time | think
of Ed nursing away at 60 feet or so it nmight be an alternate sol ution

Because of circulatory problens of diabetes, Ed has inposed sone other limts.
Fol I owi ng di scussion with his doctor and with ne, he abi des by the regul ation of no
di ves requiring stage deconpression. He linits his depths. Every dive he nakes is
cal cul ated as col d and arduous, that is, he uses the next greater tine and depth for
cal cul ati ons. | enphasize that these linmtations are self-inposed, are self-
i nvestigated and are scrupul ously observed. Ed uses his head.

To stay i n shape for diving Ed rides a bicycle and wal ks. Hi s doctor is pleased with
the overall health picture although still alittle dubious about diving. The nmain
point is, | think, that wi thout the inducenent of diving, Ed would be less likely
to make as nmuch effort to maintain such a good | evel of condition

And so it goes. How do you bal ance your tinme and effort; against financial rewards
or agai nst job satisfaction? Are you, as atrainer of the exceptional diver rel easing
a hi dden nenace on the sport diving world or are you giving another hunman being a
long lasting recreational activity that will enhance their enjoynent of life and
i mprove their general health? W as diving instructors nmake this assessnment. After
all it is our nanmes that go on those cards. | would sinmply like to enter a plea for
the Geritol Kids and the well-notivated non-swi nmers of the world who would liketo
join us in our world of underwater. Don't sell them short.

* *x * *x * *x *x % *x * *x * * *x *
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