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In the sail training world the sea is our teacher. That’s why we’re here. We know 
how powerful a teacher the sea is, and we know that taking people to sea can 
teach them things that will help to make the world a better place. 
 
That’s what we do. 
 
But the truth is that much of the time we’re not actually thinking of the sea as the 
teacher. 
As often as not we’re thinking of the sea as the classroom, in which we teach. 
And our time and energy go into developing curriculum and crew handbooks 
and teaching materials and program structures and all the rest. 
 
But what happens when we set all that aside? What happens when we stop 
teaching, And we let the sea be the teacher? 
 
This is my question. 
 
Of course it doesn’t make sense to be so black and white about it. 
We’re not going to stop teaching, this is the sail training business. 
Of course we’re going to teach stuff.  
 
But what happens when we don’t. 
 
What happens when we step back and let the sea do the teaching? What do we 
get? What does the sea teach? 
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One answer is that the sea teaches character building, and that’s so true. There 
are many equal ways but no better way. To develop those character traits than 
through sail training. 
 
But I think there’s something more. And it’s hard to put your finger on. 
I don’t claim to have the answer. But I know it when I feel it. 
 
It’s something about the way that when I’m at sea, the outer expanse of the ocean 
awakens an inner expanse in me, and I have a big, open-ended view of myself, 
and how I could be in the world. Not just what I could do, but how I could be. 
 
It’s something about how, no matter how small-minded I feel in my own 
personality, the sea reminds me that I always have a choice. I can fixate in on my 
small mind, or I can look out at the vast ocean, and let my small mind expand. 
 
And if I can learn to do that at sea, maybe I can learn to find that same expansive 
state of mind even when I feel cramped and anxious back on the dirt. 
 
When I say that the sea is my teacher, that’s the kind of thing I’m talking about. 
 
Don’t worry, I’m not going to just wax philosophical here. But maybe a little. 
 
Because I actually think sail training would benefit from more philosophy. 
 
This kind of personal, philosophical experience isn’t something we talk about 
much. I wonder how much we really even think about it, when so much of our 
attention goes to running the ship and delivering the program. 
 
In fact I think it’s a subject we even try to avoid because it’s too out there, too 
airy-fairy for tough, salty sailors. We don’t do spiritual. 
 
Except that we’re doing spiritual all the time when we go to sea. We don’t just do 
character building, we do spirit building in the sense that the sea helps people 
engage with their personal spirit. 
 
Now actually I don’t like to use the word “spiritual” becomes it comes with so 
much baggage and makes us think of blissed-out new-age freaks. 
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But whatever word we use, is it possible to make people’s personal, 
philosophical experience an intentional, overt part of our program delivery? 
 
Well maybe one answer to that is that we don’t have to. Anyone who goes to sea 
just has that experience on their own. It’s inescapable. And it’s such a private 
experience that it’s really not our business. 
 
That’s true. Up to a point. But if we’re trying to help people discover and engage 
the best in themselves, I think they can use some help from us here too, 
Even at this personal, philosophical level. I think we can do more to create the 
conditions in our programs, that open up more space for the sea to teach.  
 
(Discussion) 
 
That’s the question that has been at the core of the Nova Scotia Sea School 
program for the last 18 years. The Sea School is a sail training program I started 
in Halifax and Lunenburg. Unlike what most of you do, it’s a small-boat 
program. This is the program that I know best, so I’d like to use it as an example 
to explore further with you this question of how we let the sea be the teacher. 
 
And let me just say that in terms of trying to include philosophy in our program, 
philosophy’s no help at all. It’s a turn-off. We have to take a hands-on, nuts and 
bolts approach   
 
The Sea School boats, 30’ open pulling boat, no engine, just 8eight 13’ oars. 
13 people, trips of 5-days to 3 weeks, living in the boat, sleeping on the oars at 
night, with a tarp spread between the masts for shelter. No instruments, just 
charts, compass and leadline. And we build these boats ourselves. 
 
So I said before that I think we can do more to create the conditions in our 
programs, that open up more space for the sea to teach. 
 
And I think we do that primarily by us stepping back, and just allowing room for 
it. At the Sea School we still use the sea as a classroom for all the sailing and 
navigational skills and all the character building that are part of any sail training 
program. But within that, we’ve adopted a teaching method that asks us to step 
back as much as possible. We cultivate the attitude of stepping back. 
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A good teacher, and a good leader for that matter, knows how to give what’s 
needed, refrain from giving what’s not needed. Understanding when to step 
forward and when to step back. This is what we call the leadership dance. The 
teaching dance. And a good teacher, good leader knows how to enjoy the dance. 
How to enjoy stepping back as much as stepping forward. 
 
Stepping forward is easy. We mostly think teaching is generous thing to do.  We 
want to give our knowledge. We want to give our support. But stepping back can 
also be generous. It’s not that when we step back we’re withholding but when 
we step back we are opening the way for people to proceed in whatever way is 
best for them. 
 
So at the sea school we have a guideline for instructors that says: Tell yourself to 
shut up. We take this quite literally, because one excellent way to practice 
stepping back, to practice not giving too much, is to work with speaking less.  
 
So we’re going to try that. 
 
(Taught the group, standing in a circle, to tie a knot, without anyone speaking. 
Used the knot to tie all the pieces of rope together in a circle that we could all 
lean back on to hold us up. Then discussion of what it’s like to teach and learn 
without speaking. Changes how we pay attention. We don’t focus on the 
teacher.) 
 
 
What I’m promoting here is a basic attitude that has a strong allegiance to 
stepping back. We talk too much. Talking less is good way to practice stepping 
back, a good way to practice enjoying the teaching dance. 
 
At the Sea School wee use silence a lot. We’ll even use silence to teach a new 
crew something as complicated as how to raise the sails. 
 
The Sea School boats are a spritsail ketch with hanked on jib. Jib tack pennant 
tied to the stem head fitting with bowline, and sheets to the clew with another. 
Jib halyard tied to head with buntline hitch, and when set fall made fast with 
cleat hitch. Bitter ends of sheets tied together with fishermans knot. Peak 
pennant tied to sprit with rolling hitch. Snotter for sprit is tied to the sprit with 
another rolling hitch. 
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Right? 
 
So some of you sailors will know exactly what I’m talking about, but many of our 
crews, like yours, have never been on a boat before. They don’t know any knots. 
They think that a “sheet” must be some kind of sail. With all these new things to 
learn, silence is less overwhelming. People feel there’s less coming at them at 
once. We’re not distracting people with our “teacherness.” 
 
So just as I was showing you this simple reef knot without speaking, we’ll teach 
the crew all the steps in setting sail in the same way. They don’t feel uncertain 
because they can’t remember the name for the jib tack pennant. They know 
where it is and they know what it does, they know how to use it. Names can 
come later. 
 
Telling ourselves to shut up helps us not distract people so much with our 
“teacherness.” It helps us give people what they need, without giving them too 
much.  
 
This approach works even in some surprising ways. 
 
Sea school boats have no engine. Just eight 13’ oars. When fighting our way out 
of a narrow harbour entrance against the wind, how do we get our neophyte 
crews to row in sync, with power, and for a long time, without the boat looking 
like a drunken spider? 
 
Could teach them a chantey, but the problem is people get so engaged with the 
singing that they lose track of the rowing. And the drunken spider returns. 
 
The best way, we’ve discovered, is to say, “Rowers, close your eyes and listen for 
the sound of one splash as 8 oars hit the water together.” It’s a bit of a mystery, 
but this works. When they just listen, together for the one splash of their 8 oars, 
they get in tune with each other, and they row in sync better that with any 
synchronizing help from us. 
 
The chantey is fun, and salty, but in terms of people’s performance as rowers, it 
turns out that giving the chantey is actually giving too much. The way to bring 
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out the best in people as rowers is to step back and shut up and let them 
synchronize themselves. 
 
Stepping back makes room for people to discover their best. 
 
You may think, that’s fine for this little boat, but you operate a big ship and don’t 
see this working in your situation. But I’ve seen this work on ships too. 
 
(Story of tacking CALIFORNIAN without speaking, and of taking an approach 
to command that includes stepping back to allow the crew to develop their own 
strength, rather than their leader-dependence. 
 
Then a story of a crisis while anchored at San Miguel Island, where this strength 
in the crew was what saved the day, even in the face of my uncertainty as Mate 
about how to handle the situation.) 
 
To me, this is all about how to give what is needed, and refrain from giving 
what’s not needed. When we tacked the ship giving commands for each step of 
the maneuver, we gave the crew clarity, precision and success at tacking. We also 
gave them dependence, because they couldn’t do anything until we said, to, lack 
of trust, because we implied they couldn’t do it themselves, and tunnel vision, 
because we didn’t expect them to pay attention to the big picture, but just to 
listen to us. 
 
When we tacked the ship in silence, we still gave the crew precision, clarity and 
success at tacking. We also gave shared responsibility, mutual trust, and the 
ability to focus on the task and at the same time be aware of the big picture. 
 
These are more important things to give. Stepping back is what gives them. 
 
This may seem as if I’m not following the thread of philosophy that I started 
with. But I feel as if I am. Because I’ve been talking about cultivating the attitude 
of stepping back, and we have to cultivate that attitude in as many ways as we 
can before it’s strong enough so we can use it to let the sea step in. 
 
We had a rock tumbler when I was a teenager and I remember it vividly. We 
would find small rocks at the beach that we liked the look of, and put them in the 
metal can the tumbler came with, adding some special grit for them to tumble in. 
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We sealed the lid and put the can in the tumbling machine where it rested on 
little wheels turned by an electric motor. The wheels rotated the can so the rocks 
tumbled around inside. When we opened the can after it had slowly turned for 
several weeks in the basement, the rocks had polished themselves into gems. 
 
There are three conditions here. It’s contained. The rocks don’t get out until 
they’re done. There’s friction. We actually add grit because friction is what does 
the work. And in the end we discover the natural brilliance of the rocks, which 
was there all along.  
 
It’s the same with sail training. It’s contained. You’re surrounded by water, you 
don’t get off. 
 
Then there’s friction. Cramped quarters, bad weather, annoying crew, hard 
work, having to learn all kinds of new skills and vocabulary, all these new and 
challenging experiences rubbing up against us all the time. This wears away self-
imposed limitations, wears away our arrogance or self-doubt, wears away our 
preoccupation with entertainment, and comfort, self-protection. And when all 
these things are worn away, then we discover the richness of our full, inherent 
capacity. 
 
But we can’t just tumble the rocks around in the grit sealed inside the can all the 
time We have to open the can, so the rocks can see themselves. We have to open 
up the situation so the people can see themselves. 
 
At the Sea School we’ll sail an entire day in silence. From the time we prepare to 
raise the anchor to the time we drop it in a new anchorage, we won’t speak. It’s 
amazing how well this can work. Once people become familiar with the boat, 
they communicate with each very effectively and creatively without speaking. 
 
But most important, a day of silence really lets the sea step in. 
 
We’ll go even farther than that. This may be the ultimate in stepping back. We 
build into the program time when we all do nothing. 
 
I heard a teacher once say, “We’re human beings. We’re not human doings.” 
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The sail training world is so much about doing. Even our approach to character 
building is mostly through doing. 
 
But there’s a commentary on the Art of War by the ancient Chinese general, Sun 
Tzu, that says, 
“The sage commander starts with himself. Thus his first question is not what to 
do, but how to be. Simply being oneself brings about a power that is often lost in 
the rush to be something else.” 
 
So this is the last thing we’re going to do. We’re going to do nothing together. 
 
(We made a boat outline out of rope on the floor, the size of a Sea School boat, 
and got in and sat down. A boat at sea is a strange mix of intense claustrophobia 
and vast space. It depends on which way we choose to look, in our out. At the 
Sea School, every day before we get underway, and again when we anchor, we 
stop and everyone finds a spot where they can be comfortable and turn out, 
looking out at the sea and the sky and the shore, in silence. Sometimes for 5 
minutes, sometimes for half an hour. We don’t reach inspirational excerpts or 
give any instruction beyond sit still, look out, be quiet. This is Outward Turn, 
another way of stepping back and letting the sea step in. so the outer expanse can 
awaken the inner expanse.) 


