
 I spent most of my adult life teaching math to high school and college students.  It was 

often quite challenging to determine how information is learned and retained. There seems to be 

three basic ways we learn: watching, listening and doing. Most people will retain things longer 

by "doing". And, if one wants to really retain something, make a painful mistake.  

It is one thing to read or be told to make sure you tighten your life jacket so that it will not slip 

off in the event of a capsize. Find yourself in cold water with your PFD slipping off and you will 

not make that mistake again, Forget your water or sun screen on an all day paddle, well, you get 

the idea. 

 There was another concept I discovered while trying to teach reluctant students. With 

repetition, the most "boring" rules could be memorized. Practice or repeat something incorrectly 

and you are really in trouble. 

 While recently conducting a rescue class these three principals were quite evident. 

Explaining and demonstrating techniques were one thing, but the real learning seemed to occur 

when the paddler actually capsized and had to struggle to enter his kayak. I had admonished one 

person to place floatation in the bow of his kayak since it had no forward bulkhead. As his kayak 

began to sink I think the lesson was learned. 

 I have probably made more painful mistakes than the average person. I sometimes think I 

am a slow learner. If I can learn to be proficient in rescues, so can you. You will not, however, 

master these skills by just reading a book or watching a video. I have over the years had to use 

these skills in some pretty scary situations. Get out on the water and don't be afraid to "get wet". 

Practice your rescue skills; it could someday save you or your paddling partner. 

 

Be Well, 

Gary Hakala  

President VWKC 


