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“W hat are you doing back there?” I teased 

the mom of my three-year-old student. 

The ski school office assigned me the 

two-hour private with Nicco, and his 

mom had stealthily tailed us. 

“I’m just taking pictures. I don’t want to get in the way,” she 

whispered back. 

Tina was also trying to stay within earshot to pick up on what 

I taught her son. But the minute Nicco spotted her, it turned into a 

mommy meltdown. I had two choices to rescue the day. Invite her 

to join us, or send her out of sight and then spend 15 minutes – or 
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more – trying to console Nicco. I asked Tina to join us. Instantly, 

Nicco beamed. 

Allowing a parent to pull back the curtain on a ski school 

lesson is a novel concept at some areas. Ski school directors 

can be reluctant to merge kids and adults into the same lesson. 

But not all: “parent-tot” and “mommy and me” ski programs are 

surfacing across U.S. ski resorts like Caddyshack’s gopher. Resorts 

such as Montana’s Big Sky; Alta, Utah; New York’s Smugglers Notch; 

and Okemo, Vt., have created private lesson programs that teach 

parents how to teach their kids to ski. Of course, one requirement 

is a daycare built to handle the under-four set.

Me
C

H
A

D
 S

PE
C

TO
R



w w w. n s a a . o r g October/November 2010 • NSAA Journal • 25

“It gets the little ones out there, so not every kid under four has 

to go to daycare,” said Big Sky’s Troy Nedved. “We found that parents 

with three- and four-year-olds wouldn’t sign up for lessons because 

they weren’t comfortable spending all that time away from their child.”

Instructors in the two-hour Mommy and Me programs at Big 

Sky work with up to two adults, coaching them on how to ski with 

their kids. The only requirement is that the adults ski at least to the 

level of the child. 

“The parents we see use the program have low expectations 

and are pleasantly surprised with how their child is on snow. Then 

at seven and eight the kids wind up in ski school,” said Nedved. 

“It’s also great for locals because they can take advantage of the 

program for the whole season.”

It’s well observed in the industry that oftentimes parents who 

ski or snowboard choose to conduct their child’s first ski or snow-

board lessons on their own: They think they can, they want to save 

money, and they don’t want to miss the time with their youngest. 

With parent-tot classes, the instructor gives a private lesson to the 

child, with the goal of helping the child and parent ski together safely 

and happily when there is no instructor around. But the idea is not 

to train parents to be ski instructors and send them on their way, 

as some ski schools fear. 

“We’re not cannibalizing our own ski school,” said Northstar-

at-Tahoe Ski School Director Don Yuhas, in defense of the resort’s 

free, 45-minute Mommy, Daddy, and Me ski lesson. “We give [kids] 

a taste and a stepping-stone.” 

Yuhas explained that Northstar doesn’t lose lessons because it 

offers one free one during the week or because it’s sharing “secret” 

teaching skills with parents. 

“We’re not leaving revenue on the table. ‘Free’ shows empathy 

for the guest,” he said. “We think long-term. We give [parents] the 

sense that this is the kind of place you want to be. You focus on the 

guest experience, and you have their loyalty for life.” 

Admittedly, the free lesson can be chaotic when there are 

five beginner kids and parents to one instructor.  Those looking 

for more individual attention find it in Northstar’s Teach Your Tot 

two-hour private. Two-, three-, and four-year-olds are often too 

young for traditional children’s ski school. They lack the attention 

and strength for being on the hill all day. And many aren’t used to 

being away from a parent at that age. g
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“The little kids are more likely to ski with their parent at first, but 

then they start to have a connection with the instructor,” said Nedved.

Mommy and me programs give both child and parent a way 

to delicately get to know the ski school. Most parents eventually 

see what it takes to teach kids to ski – and grow confident to send 

them off on their own when the time is ripe. 

“We really capture the more reluctant child/jaded parent 

because we can win their trust,” said Nedved. “We help them to 

love the sport. The parents realize they don’t know enough, and 

because the kid likes being with a different adult, they’re both more 

willing to book more lessons. I would say that after this program, a 

child does want lessons with other kids.” 

Though parent-tot lessons sound like a no-brainer for resorts 

and guests, not every ski school is a believer. Indeed, it takes a special 

instructor to handle the challenges of a parent-tot experience. 

Big Sky started with special parent/child privates that eventu-

ally morphed into a Mommy and Me program. 

“It’s a challenge for the instructors because the kids and 

parents learn differently at different rates,” said Nedved, adding that 

parents often come in with unrealistic expectations of the lesson. 

“We use Level 3-certified instructors because they’re dealing with 

adults, children, and teaching someone to teach. Not everyone 

wants to teach this kind of lesson.” 

Sun Valley Resort uses its parent-and-child class to fill instruc-

tors’ timesheets. 

“The idea was essentially to provide the avenue for an 

instructor to go out with mom and the child in between lessons 

and still be able to get to his next lesson in time,” said Sun Valley’s 

Allen Patzer. “The lessons are before regular ski school lessons in 

the morning and at lunch. They generate revenue for an instructor 

because it gives them a lesson during what would normally be a 

break in their schedule.” 

Instructors get a full extra hour of pay and possibly gratuity. 

Parents get insight into how a ski school operates and how difficult 

or fun lessons can be. 

“It would almost be a win-win if we could use every 

instructor,” said Patzer. “But it takes a special coach to work with 

a child, knowing that he has to pay attention to the parent, too. It 

encourages the instructor to perform at a higher level because the 

parents are there.” 

Not all of Alta’s children’s instructors land a parent-tot 

lesson. The ones that do, like Shelly Wedge, arrive prepared for 

moody kids, tense parents, and crappy weather with a smile and 

adaptability.

“You make it fun and they learn. The parent sees the success. 

Plus, they get to see that they’re not being selfish by dropping their 

child in ski school at some point so they can go off and ski,” said 

Wedge. “The kids actually are getting the better deal.” 

Wedge uses a variety of tools – from orange traffic cones 

to Hula Hoops and nursery songs – to entertain and educate a 
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child. Parents begin to see the magic. She gets them to stop being 

parents, stop pushing unrealistic expectations, and be “instructors.” 

She makes them aware of the child’s learning style by first asking 

parents to back off and just watch her work, and later by stepping 

aside herself and inviting them to participate once there’s a flow 

and understanding. She’ll stay nearby to coach both parent and 

child. Wedge unflinchingly guides the experience like Super Nanny. 

The parent and child head off on their own when the hour is up, 

ready to practice what they’ve learned.

 “Parents start to realize their kids are better off with a third 

party and that it isn’t such a bad thing,” said Yuhas. “Parents aren’t 

always the best teachers.” 

But sometimes a ski vacation is the only alone time parents 

get to spend with their children. A parent-tot lesson gives parents 

enough confidence to ski with their kids when sticking them in ski 

school all day, every day is not an option.

“We often get younger parents that want to share the 

beginner experience with their kids,” said Nedved. “Parents want 

the lesson for themselves, too. We’re all about creating a strong 

family environment. We help them have the best vacation they 

can.” As a result, ski areas like Big Sky see families become repeat 

customers and lifetime fans of the sport. n
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Ski resorts across the U.S. such as Montana’s Big Sky; Alta, Utah;  
New York’s Smugglers Notch; and Okemo, Vt., have recently 
created private lesson programs that teach parents how to  
teach their kids to ski. 


