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Encouraging a Lifelong Avalanche
Education Journey

BY EMMA WALKER

As outdoor and experiential educators, we put
a lot of energy into helping students under-
stand a deceptively basic-sounding concept: We
don’t know what we don’t know. Of course, in a
perfect world, anyone who ventures into the win-
ter backcountry would get some avalanche educa-
tion to illustrate just how much they don’t know
(and what the consequences of that lack of knowl-
edge could be).

In reality, though, for many would-be win-
ter backcountry travelers, it's a hard sell to give
up three days and, by the time its all said and
done (course and gear costs, travel expenses,
time off work, etc.), somewhere in the neigh-
borhood of a thousand bucks—that is, until we
as educators make a compelling case for pony-
ing up. Meanwhile, folks need basic avalanche
knowledge.

This was the thinking behind Avalanche
Aware, a multi-year collaborative project between
AIARE, the CAIC, and NWAC. Originally con-
ceived of as a free, interactive awareness presenta-
tion (and delivered to around 4,500 participants,
mostly in Colorado and Washington, over its
first two years), in October 2025, we launched a
fully asynchronous component intended to sup-
plement or stand alone from the presentation.
We built two versions: for human-powered and
motorized audiences.

THE PROCESS

The presentation is built around four essen-
tial questions: What is an avalanche?, How do I
read the avalanche forecast?, How do I avoid ava-
lanche terrain?, and What is my next step after this
presentation?

With those questions in mind, we built
action-oriented learning outcomes for each of five
modules—after completing each module, what did
we want students to be able to do? (As opposed to
“know” or “understand,” which we can't measure
in this setting.) In addition to written information,
we provided illustrations, animations, videos, and
interactive content to convey the subject matter
in a variety of ways. From there, we built checks
for understanding to test whether participants
had met the learning outcomes—asking students
to identify components of the forecast or pick out
a piece of avalanche terrain on a topo map with
slope-angle shading, for example.

Throughout the material, we've emphasized
that this introductory course is not a substitute
for time in the field under the mentorship of a
professional, and encouraged students to take
an avalanche course. Participants don’t receive a
completion certificate; we didn't want to imply
that they'd “checked the box” or that their ava-
lanche education was complete. Instead, we fol-
low up with a series of emails designed to engage
them in continued learning, ideally culminating
in signing up for a course.
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THE RESULTS

With a little less than one winter under its belt, we
don’t have a full picture of who Avalanche Aware
will reach in its lifetime, but we do have some pre-
liminary demographic data to share.

Since its launch, we've had a little over 3,400
enrollments, with a completion rate of 36%.
(The data I was able to find for other non-man-
datory asynchronous program completion rates
indicates that 10% is fairly typical.) A little over
92% of those who completed the survey did the
human-powered course. Coloradans made up
the lion’s share of respondents (around 40%);
California (8%), Washington (6.5%), and Oregon
(5%) were the next-closest geographic regions.
Interestingly, respondents hailed from 30 coun-
tries and 29 U.S. states. Figures 1 through 3 indi-
cate age, gender, and race breakdowns.

Unsurprisingly, skiers and snowboarders
made up the vast majority of respondents (66%).
Snowshoers accounted for nearly 20%, snowmo-
bilers 5%, and ice/alpine climbers 3.5%.

The vast majority of students had little or no
formal avalanche education. Around 29% said
they had never taken a formal avalanche course,

17% had attended an awareness presentation,
14.5% had attended an intro to backcountry or
field-based awareness course, and about 28% had
taken a Level 1 or rescue course.

We also asked respondents about the number
of winters they had been traveling in the back-
country and, on average, how many days per win-
ter they toured. A few highlights from the inter-
sections of those data sets:

Of those who had been traveling in the back-
country two or more winters, 21.9% had zero
avalanche education. Of those who have spent 6+
winters in the backcountry, that number drops to
9%, to 5.7% between 11 and 20 winters, and to 3%
at 20+ winters.

Folks who had less than a Level 1 (includ-
ing those with zero avalanche education, had
attended an awareness presentation, or had
attended an intro to backcountry or field-based
awareness course) AND had been recreating in
the backcountry for 2 or more winters made up
62.1% of respondents. At 6+ winters, that number
dropped off to 32%; at 11+ it was 22.6%; and at
20+ winters it was 11.9%.

In some ways, these numbers are alarming:
nearly two-thirds of respondents have been
traveling in the backcountry for multiple years
with little or no formal education. On the other
hand, with recent data from the Snowsports
Industry Association showing that the number
of backcountry recreationists continues to rise,
it shouldn’t surprise us—and it does indicate that
there’s still a market for life-saving avalanche edu-
cation, if only we can get folks in the door. Most
respondents (97%) indicated that they knew what
their next step should be after the course; we hope
this results in Level 1 signups with the providers
listed on avalanche.org over the coming seasons.

There’s more data to dig into here over the com-
ing seasons, and we're looking forward to learning
what we can from it. If you're interested in collab-
orating on a research project on this topic or have
questions about what the data shows so far, reach
out—we're always looking for ways to collaborate
to save lives through avalanche education. @
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