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      There is quite simply nothing like this book. If you are considering becoming a diving professional or want to improve your skills and marketability as one, this is the best resource you will find. Written by an experienced and thoughtful professional with countless unique experiences within varied aspects of the industry, Scuba Professional offers an invaluable guide to divers who want to excel in the scuba world. Cautionary tales, thoughtful anecdotes and sage advice are interlaced with great insight into the inner workings of the diving industry. Simon Pridmore’s book is the ultimate backstage pass into the business of scuba.

      Jill Heinerth, Underwater Explorer, Technical Instructor Trainer and Filmmaker

      Terrific, really good! Simon captures the key characteristics of the diving instruction milieu concisely and with insight and clarity. It took me back to my many years of diving instruction and I was able to tick a mental check box against almost every key point he makes. This book should be compulsory reading for anyone in training, or contemplating training, as a diving instructor. Established instructors will find themselves nodding in agreement, and will inevitably pick up a pearl or two.

      Associate Professor Simon Mitchell, MB ChB, PhD, DipDHM, DipOccMed, FUHM, FANZCA, Consultant Anaesthetist and Diving Physician

      Just as he did in his previous book, the cult classic Scuba Confidential: An Insider’s Guide to Becoming a Better Diver, author, educator and technical diving pioneer Simon Pridmore has distilled more than three decades of diving experience, wisdom and culture into Scuba Professional, his thoughtful and entertaining new treatise.

      Pridmore’s book is a must-read for instructors, operators, other dive professionals and anyone considering making a career out of diving. The book is filled with invaluable insights, tips, incidents and anecdotes and also addresses timely and critical topics such as creating a safety culture in diving, developing sustainable dive tourism, applying rebreather technology to recreational diving and the future development of the sport. His clear, comfortable writing style makes it an engaging read. I recommend that you do!

      Michael Menduno, founder of aquaCORPS Journal, the tek.Conference, EuroTek, AsiaTek  and Rebreather Forums.

      Required reading for every scuba professional and anyone with hopes of becoming one. In fact every diver can learn from this distillation of hard-earned wisdom. Simon Pridmore is one of the most thoughtful and readable of divers.

      Steve Weinman, Editor, Diver Magazine

      Simon Pridmore’s Scuba Professional is packed with anecdotes from a life spent pursuing the passion of scuba diving. Many dream of turning this passion into a rewarding career and the key to making the transition successfully lies in these pages. Dive professionals will find many suggestions for improvement here. I wish this book had been available 20 years ago!

      Tamara Thomsen, Maritime Archaeologist, Wisconsin Historical Society; Master Instructor, Cave Instructor and owner Diversions Scuba, Madison, Wisconsin

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Now what? You have passed your course and achieved the long coveted certification as a dive master or instructor. Perhaps you have already been a dive professional for a while. In any case you are now considering going all in and make diving your next career move.

      Moving up the certification ladder has, one would hope, made you a proficient and experienced diver and provided you with a range of teaching skills, tools and techniques to enable you to train new cohorts of aspiring divers safely and consistently in compliance with international standards. So you have got your basics covered.

      Alas, you have only the basics. There is so much more to it. Becoming an instructor is probably the most common gateway into becoming a dive industry professional. But it is only a starting point.

      Being a dive industry professional is not a clearly defined entity let alone a formal job description. It is a rather diffuse term that can be attributed to anyone who predominantly makes a living in the dive industry. There are no pre-set career paths, no formal training requirements and certainly no such thing as a dive industry academy offering further education in this particular field.

      The dive industry can be thought of as a messy meritocracy, where a wide range of quite different skills are required and put to use -and where entrepreneurship, improvisation and tenancy are often key for any long-term tenure.

      By dissecting and laying out the inner workings of this seething and ever changing marketplace, Simon Pridmore has managed to put no small measure of meaning to the madness, pointing out viable niches, going over success stories and mapping out possible pathways through the chaos, some of which have already been trodden by first venturers. He points out footsteps that can be followed, cites case histories to use for inspiration and shares hard-learned mistakes to take to heart.

      As such, “Scuba Professional" is the closest thing we have to an ‘insiders guide to the dive industry.’ It should be perused by anyone who has aspirations for a career in diving and is seeking guidance. Or it can just be read as an entertaining behind-the-scenes documentary highlighting many of the diverse, multi-facetted and colourful aspects of the dive industry and its captivating personalities with their often intriguing and twisty career paths. There is never a dull moment in this industry and you won’t have one either when you read this book.

      Peter Symes, Editor-in-chief and publisher of X-Ray International Magazine & AquaScope Media

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of years ago, while I was writing my first book, more than a few people told me I was wasting my time. “Divers don’t even read their training manuals,” they said. However, with a ton of ideas on my mind, I ignored their advice and fortunately they were wrong. The success of Scuba Confidential proves that divers do read! Emboldened, I decided to write another book, this time with a more experienced audience in mind.

      Scuba Professional is mainly for three groups of people. First it is for folk I would call serious divers. What do I mean by serious divers? I mean people for whom scuba diving is a large part of their life. They are interested in far more than simply going underwater: they are also curious to know how the world of scuba diving works. And rightly so: after all, although their involvement in scuba diving may be mainly as customers, their opinions, choices, input and enthusiasm have a huge influence on the dive industry.

      Scuba Professional is also for anyone thinking of making a career in the sport. Working in scuba diving can be highly rewarding but it takes much dedication and a certain amount of political nous to make a success of it. Many people come into the sport professionally with their eyes half-closed and it takes them a while before they realise what they have got themselves into. Scuba Professional aims to give potential recruits a clear idea of what is involved and help them make the right decisions.

      This book is, of course, also written for current professionals. There are very few resources out there that dive centre managers and instructors can consult on matters relating to teaching scuba diving or running dive operations. Most of the material available is training agency – sponsored so it is primarily sales driven and designed to reinforce an agency’s particular way of doing things. Scuba Professional is different in that it raises a whole host of important issues that affect dive professionals everywhere and discusses them with common sense, straight talking and no hidden agenda.

      
        
        Safety Culture

      

      

      Both my books embrace the concept of developing a stronger safety culture in diving. Where Scuba Confidential addressed dive safety issues from the perspective of the diver as an individual, Scuba Professional takes a wider view, looking at how dive operations and instructors can implement best practices. Everyone in the industry will always claim that safety is their primary consideration but the fact of the matter is that, for many, this is patently not the case. Sometimes, financial considerations, fatigue or apathy intrude. This is not as it should be. A key premise of Scuba Professional is that, if you get the safety issues right, everything else, a solid income, a more fulfilling working life and a good reputation, will fall into place.

      As always, these are just the opinions of one man. You may not agree with everything I write but I hope that, even so, you may still find in these pages plenty of food for thought and debate.

      Simon, July 2015

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part One

          

          
            BEING PROFESSIONAL

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            DO YOU HAVE WHAT IT TAKES?

          

        

      

    

    
      Being a scuba diving instructor is a wonderful line of work. You can genuinely change people’s lives for the better. To be able to scuba dive and explore the world beneath the water is an incredible gift and if you are the one who places that gift in someone’s hands, you earn their gratitude forever. Nobody ever forgets the name of the person who taught them to dive.

      It is the sort of job that many people dream of but many pursue that dream without properly researching what they are letting themselves in for. Careful individuals who would normally look at every angle before applying for a job in their field of expertise will instead just drop everything and decide to become a scuba instructor on a whim. The advertising, after all, is irresistibly seductive, with sales pitches usually running along the following lines:

      “If you are a passionate scuba diver with a great, personable attitude looking to live an extraordinary life being in, around and under water – perhaps this is your calling. As an instructor with our training agency you will become one of the most sought after dive professionals in the world and, with the new divers you teach or assist, you will be able daily to relive the same excitement you had on your first dive. So, if you are burnt out from the constant stress of office life, why not trade it in for the opportunity of a diverse, rewarding career in scuba diving? And if you only want to teach scuba diving in the evenings and at weekends as part of an active and healthy lifestyle, while retaining your current job, then you can do that too.”

      What right-minded person could possibly say “no” to that? No wonder many do not even give it a second thought!

      
        
        Vocation not Vacation

      

      

      Notice that the emphasis in the sales pitch is placed squarely on the diving rather than the teaching. The advertisers also know what sells. “Passionate,” “extraordinary,’” “excitement,” “diverse,” “rewarding,” “active,” “healthy;” these are all power words designed to capture the hearts and minds of folk doing jobs that offer few of these adjectives. The scuba diving industry is well aware that the vast majority of its recruits are people who have already had one or more previous careers; people who are on a quest for the elusive grail of “job satisfaction.” If school teaching could advertise itself in this fashion, there would be many more folk signing up for a second career in education!

      If you have never had the desire to teach, then you should think twice before becoming a dive instructor, because after you qualify and get a job as a dive instructor, teaching is what you will be spending most of your time doing. Yes, you will sometimes be underwater while you are teaching but you will not usually be doing dives that enthral you. Your office may be the ocean but it will mostly be the same patch of ocean day after day.

      If you are not excited by the prospect of teaching, communicating the joy of this incredible sport to others and deriving immense satisfaction from seeing the look in their eyes when they conquer their fears and “get it,” then you will not be a happy dive instructor. You will probably not stay a dive instructor for long and the considerable amount of time and money it took you to get there will have been wasted.

      Ask yourself five questions.

      
        
        1. Do you like people?

      

      

      It is important that dive instructors really like people, as their whole day is spent interacting with people. Many scuba instructors in the early days were not so much people who liked people; they were rather ex-military people who liked ordering other people around. If exercising power and control over others and bending them to your will is your thing then scuba diving in today’s world will not suit you. Sympathy and empathy are the key words; if you can develop bonds easily and have the capacity to understand what someone is experiencing from within their frame of reference, you will make a good dive instructor.

      
        
        2. Can you stay calm in any situation?

      

      

      No matter what means you use to control or guide them, groups of divers are composed of free-thinking, unpredictable, excitable individuals who can disrupt your carefully laid plans in an instant. This is where your ability to stay calm will be tested. Your ability to be flexible (question 5) will also be put under serious examination as will your claim (question 1) that you really do like people.

      
        
        3. Are you fair?

      

      

      It is not your job to pick favourites among your students but to deal with each of them fairly and professionally. This takes us back again to question 1. You need to like all people; not just some of them!

      
        
        4. Are you a confident communicator?

      

      

      Whether it is mathematics, music or scuba diving, teachers in every field need to know their stuff and be confident in communicating their knowledge. Think about your teachers at school. Who were the ones from whom you learned most? What did they do to be so effective? Could you do the same?

      
        
        5. Can you manage time?

      

      

      The ability to use time efficiently is a crucial asset to a dive instructor. Whether you are teaching a course or leading a group of divers, you are always limited by time. You have to exercise time discipline yourself and ensure that your students and customers do likewise, all without spoiling the fun! It is a tough thing to do.

      Here is an example of a typical three-dive day on a boat in the tropics. 8.00 leave dock: 9.00 arrive first site: 9.30 dive: 10.30 finish dive: 11.30 arrive second site: 12.00 dive: 1.00 finish dive and have lunch: 2.00 arrive third site: 2.30 dive: 3.30 finish dive: 4.30 return to dock.

      This is an 8.5-hour programme for 3 one-hour dives. The divers have paid for three full dives and, from a safety point of view, by 5.30 pm in the tropics the sun is too low for you to have any divers in the water. So you have very little room for error: even a slight delay in the schedule jeopardizes the whole day. When you work in diving, you learn to appreciate why time limits are set for fun dives and why sometimes the whip has to be cracked; (in the nicest possible way, of course!)

      
        
        It Is You that Has to Decide

      

      

      The dive centres and instructor trainers who run  instructor courses do not talent spot. The fact that you have been accepted as a candidate does not mean that someone has seen that you have the right attitude, aptitude and personality to become a successful dive instructor.

      You have to decide this.

      The professionals’ job is simply to bring as many people into the courses as possible and teach them how to pass the instructor exam. They are very good at this. Very few people fail.

      So just because you have passed the exam and have a certificate and card saying that you are an instructor, this does not mean automatically that you are going to be successful or that you will enjoy it. There is quite a high dropout rate. Not all the hundreds of people who successfully complete a dive instructor course every year go on to have long-term careers in diving.

      To be fair, not everyone who takes an instructor course is motivated by career change. Some people start their diver training and get carried along by the enthusiasm of the moment, the camaraderie of others and, it must be said, the salesmanship of the dive operation. Almost before they know it, they are taking the instructor exam.

      They may start by teaching a few friends and family but once a new generation of instructor candidates arrives in the dive centre they find themselves side-lined and often drift away from the sport, carrying with them some great memories and a line on their curriculum vitae.

      Financially, it is really only worthwhile doing an instructor course if you genuinely intend to work in diving or teach people for real money on a full-time or part-time basis. You will not become a better diver just by doing an Instructor course, no matter which training agency you choose.

      The instructor course teaches you a training system, it will not improve your diving skills anywhere near as much as, for example, a cave diving course or a proper deep diving course.

      
        
        Golden Gods and Goddesses

      

      

      The impulse to become a scuba instructor may have come from observing professionals in action when you were a student or a customer. These golden gods and goddesses of the sea are impressive. They have all the answers, they see everything that goes on, are always around to offer help when you need it, and move around underwater effortlessly like long, sun-kissed fish. Nothing is ever a problem; life is full of fun and frolics.

      This is of course an act. We play the role that our bosses and our clients expect us to play. Our job is to keep people safe, give them a good time and sell them the kind of relaxed, carefree lifestyle that Jimmy Buffett sings about. The images that accompany the sales pitch that I mentioned at the head of this chapter show gorgeous coral reefs (your office) and cool dudes and chicks (your colleagues) in shades, with the wind blowing in their hair as the boat speeds them off to the next dive site (meeting).

      The images do not show what happens after the diving customers have returned to their hotels. This is when the real work begins: filling cylinders, washing and fixing equipment, doing the paperwork, nursing aches and pains and preparing for the next day. Believe it or not, it is work!

      We do not tend to show customers everything that goes on in the background because that is not what they want or need to see. It spoils the myth that everyone is on vacation together. The perfect dive operation can be compared to a duck, serene and effortless on the surface, but with lots of unseen paddling going on beneath.

      
        
        Home or Away?

      

      

      For many folk, the main advantage in becoming a professional dive instructor is the opportunity to leave home and head for exotic tropical destinations to work in resorts or on boats. Bear in mind though that urban dive centres also need staff and can offer both permanent or part-time opportunities for instructors. However, while staff turnover in tropical dive resorts can be very fast and vacancies arise constantly as instructors move on or burn out, the same cannot be said for most urban dive centres, where staff members are likely to be far more long term.

      So, if you are thinking of working for an urban dive centre, make sure you have a guaranteed place before you take your instructor course. Bear in mind also that being a full time employee of an urban dive store means minding the store, selling equipment, handing out rental gear, filling cylinders and carrying out maintenance, as well as teaching classes and running trips. So picking up qualifications in areas other than teaching will make you eminently more employable.

      If your idea is to keep your regular job and teach classes to earn extra money, then again do some research first. Urban dive centres will usually already have at least one instructor on staff as well as a cadre of part-time instructors that they have been working with for a long time. If anyone contacts the store wanting to learn to dive, the dive centre will pass the student along to these instructors. They will not be interested in you as a new part-time instructor unless you have your own source of students and thus new customers for the dive centre. They are a business, after all. Of course, later, when you have paid your dues and become established, the dive centre may pass students on to you. But consider this as a bonus. It should not be part of your business plan. Therefore, ideally you should make sure you have good, hitherto-untapped sources of potential scuba diving students before you invest in your instructor course.

      
        
        Pay & Conditions

      

      

      You may have noticed also that the typical sales pitch for scuba instructors does not mention money. Salaries and benefits vary widely but, generally speaking, diving jobs are not well paid and this is another reason why you really need to have a vocation for teaching in order to survive in this line of work. You need to have the same sort of dedication that other professionals like nurses or schoolteachers have, in order to endure very long, difficult working hours for little financial reward.

      In the early days, you may have to take what you are offered but, as in any field of work, make sure before you sign up for a job that you know what the conditions are. Then decide if they are acceptable and do your best to ensure that your bosses keep to their word. Get as much as you can in writing with a signature. Of course, you have to be professional and keep to your side of the deal too.

      Be wary of accepting positions that give you no days off or wages that are ridiculously low. There are some cynical dive operators out there all too willing to take advantage of the wide-eyed enthusiasm of newly fledged instructors. If you work every waking minute for next to nothing then you will probably burn out very quickly. The cynical operators do not care: every week the system churns out new instructors to replace you.

      There is another consideration. If you do not have enough respect for yourself to ensure that your rewards in monetary terms as well as lifestyle terms are commensurate with your efforts, it is unrealistic to expect others to treat you with respect. Dive instructor colleagues will not thank you for helping to bring down still further a salary bar that is already much too low.

      As well as a salary, an urban dive centre will often offer commission on sales and student fees for teaching classes. They may also provide you with your own equipment while you are working for them so that you act as a kind of runway model for the brands they sell.

      Instructors working in resorts and on boats will often have accommodation and meals included in their benefits package. Salaries may be low but they can be supplemented by guest tips. Many operators will boast that their instructors are so good that they earn as much in tips as they do in salary. This, of course, can be a reflection of the low salary rather than the high tips. Be aware, also, that not all nations have a tipping culture so the amount you earn in gratuities will depend on where your customers come from.

      A key pay-related issue that you should clarify when you apply for a job in another country is the question of who will be paying for your work permit. In many cases, the work permit does not actually belong to the employee but to the company. That is, it permits the company to employ you but it does not permit you to leave the company and work for someone else in the same country. This is a tricky situation that involves some mutual trust. If you pay for the permit and you get fired before your contract is completed, you lose your money. If the company pays for it and you quit early, the company loses.

      
        
        Doing It For the Diving

      

      

      If you want to become a scuba instructor just in order to do some great diving, then as soon as you qualify you can join the back of the line of folk queuing up for the few jobs around where this is possible. You would be much better off studying and working hard to get a great job in a completely different line of work. The sort of job that will give you the financial resources to go off on dive holidays all the time and actually pay dive instructors to do the hard work and take you around.

      Even when you find a dream diving job, it rarely lives up to expectations. Mark, a top underwater photographer and instructor, once got a job that earned him several hundred dollars a day running the dive operations on a super yacht. However, on day one he found out that his own accommodation on this five star boat was substantially less than five star. He was given a hammock behind a sheet in the owner’s wife’s gym, above a bank of fridge freezers.

      
        
        The Divemaster Myth

      

      

      Part of the mythology that the scuba diving world touts to outsiders says that, if you do not want to teach or work with brand new divers, then you can just become a divemaster, looking after experienced divers and showing them around. It is actually very difficult to find a PAID job in scuba diving if you only have divemaster qualifications. Generally speaking, the only people who work for money as guides without instructor qualifications are people from poorer countries who work for extremely low salaries and cannot afford instructor training course fees which, wherever the courses are run, are set at first-world levels.

      
        
        Health Issues

      

      

      As a scuba instructor you will dive between fifteen and thirty times a week, racking up huge amounts of water time and developing a high level of dive fitness. There are risks involved in doing this and instructors will of course mitigate these wherever possible, for instance, by ensuring the key elements of their equipment are in perfect shape and keeping well rested and hydrated before and after each dive. But, it is a fact that professionals are more frequent visitors to the recompression chambers than their amateur counterparts. Many long-term dive instructors have chronic aches and pains accumulated over years of submitting their bodies to constant pressure changes.

      Sometimes, as an instructor, your duties require you to do things that you would certainly not advise other divers to do. For instance, you will tell your beginner students about the inherent risk in diving a yo-yo profile with frequent ascents and descents and then on dive four of their course you will escort all six of them individually as they practice emergency out-of-air ascents to the surface from 6m (20ft), going up and down several times, (yes, like a yo-yo,) in that part of the water column where the pressure change, and therefore the risk, is greatest.

      Similarly, no diving manual would ever condone the practice of doing a deep bounce dive incorporating substantial physical stress followed a few minutes later by a longer dive to the same depth, but this is something that instructors in some places do several times a day. They set the shot line into a wreck, ascend to pick up their divers then descend again to guide them around the site.

      
        
        The Positives

      

      

      Why do I seem to accentuate the negative aspects of becoming a scuba instructor over the positives? I do this in an attempt to balance out the rosy picture that the scuba diving industry paints to draw people into its net.

      Thousands of people happily earn a living in scuba diving, getting kick after kick passing on the joys of this sport to new divers or showing people the amazing things that live beneath the surface of our lakes, seas and oceans. Most of the people you meet as a dive professional are outgoing, adventurous and fun loving. Dive boats and dive centres are fantastic places to work.

      As I will describe later in the chapter “The Road from Scuba Instructor to Dive Professional”, to get on in the scuba diving world, you will need to learn your trade and never stop learning. You will need to market yourself and create your own networks just as you would in any other walk of life.

      But what you will need more than anything else is to really want to do this thing. You will need to have the vocation to keep you smiling and energised through the difficult days, finding solace in the fact that you are doing a job you love.

      Because, without that vocation, you really would be better off looking for another line of work.

      
        
        Be professional by:

        Doing a lot of research before planning a new career as a scuba instructor.

        Recognising that the job primarily involves teaching.

        Asking yourself if you have a teaching vocation.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            WHICH INSTRUCTOR TRAINING AGENCY?

          

        

      

    

    
      Although scuba diving as we know it was invented by two Frenchmen, the first scuba diving club was established in the United Kingdom and the first people to create a network of people whose primary job was to teach diving for money were Americans. Today, however, the vast majority of people who learn to dive are not native French or English speakers. Scuba diving has truly gone global.

      There are a whole host of diver training and certification agencies; well over 150 worldwide. Some are huge, multi-national corporations that cover the globe; others are much smaller and represent the vision of just a small group of people. Some agencies are state-affiliated but most are privately owned and operated. Some only operate in one country and one language and are unknown elsewhere.

      The one thing they all have in common, however, is that they are businesses, commercial operations that need to recruit and train a sales force to sell their products so that they can make sales and earn money. In scuba diving, the instructors and dive centre owners who are affiliated with an agency are its sales force.

      Curiously, despite the substantial number of options available, most prospective scuba instructors never go through any sort of research and selection process to choose the company with whom they will tie their future careers.  They just go for the agency that they did their diver training with, as if there were no alternatives.

      
        
        We Want YOU!

      

      

      In fact, as a prospective instructor looking for an agency to train and teach with, you are a buyer in a buyers’ market. All the agencies want YOU! An agency succeeds on the quality and quantity of its instructors and instructor trainers and it needs to sell itself to you. There is no selection process that you have to pass. As long as you have the requisite diving experience, every agency will leap at the chance to include you in one of its instructor development programmes.

      So you are in the enviable position of being able to shop around but what are you looking for? Here are a few ideas. Compare what each agency does to make it easier for an instructor to sell its courses. How much advertising does it do? What is its reputation within the dive industry and outside? Find out if it is even known outside the diving industry, as this might have a huge impact on your ability to attract non-divers to the sport. What are the training materials like? Would they impress your customers? How much does it cost you to teach a course through the agency; what are the certification fees; how much do the course materials cost; what annual dues do you have to pay to retain your membership?

      All scuba diving training agencies essentially sell the same product, yet they all define themselves as unique. Find out how each agency positions itself in the market. What is its unique selling point (USP); does its USP matter to you: would it have any real influence on a diver trying to choose between you and an instructor representing a different training agency?

      On a more sober note, you might also want to find out what support a training agency will give you if an accident takes place while you are teaching a course. You can also ask what procedures the agency has in place to maintain quality control among its affiliated instructors and dive centres. After all, if a fellow instructor acts in a way that damages the reputation of a training agency then this can have an impact on you too as a representative of that agency.

      
        
        Future Proofing

      

      

      Assuming you are thinking in terms of a long term career in scuba diving, before you decide you may wish to consider the extent to which each training agency is future proofing its business by embracing online learning and adapting its ways to suit changing customer preferences. Technology-driven change has swept over many industries and scuba diving is not immune. More and more divers now prefer to study diving theory on the Internet instead of in a classroom and this is highly likely to become the norm in the near future.

      Training agencies and instructors are wrestling with how to assimilate this development and this is not an easy process. Most are used to operating systems and pricing structures that have served the industry well over the last fifty years. But there is little doubt that diver training is on the cusp of change.

      Educational institutions in other fields have benefitted enormously from the online learning revolution. It has given them access to student bodies far greater than those they traditionally spoke to. For example, the University of California launched an online course in Behavioural Psychology in 2014 and within days had recruited over 100, 000 students all over the world to take the course.

      Students benefit too by having access via various media to vast resources of knowledge. They also have the freedom to explore these resources without restrictions of time or location.

      Some diver training agencies see the positives and are adjusting their procedures accordingly. Others focus instead on the negative aspects of the new technology and are therefore more cautious. Among other things they fear the adverse commercial consequences of reduced physical student interaction with dive centres and instructors and worry about losing control over their training materials.

      My advice would be to research the options, ask around and pick an agency whose views on online education most closely reflect your own.

      
        
        Does Size Matter?

      

      

      A significant strength of small and medium enterprises in any field is their ability to adapt quickly to new ideas and new technologies and this is certainly the case in scuba diving. Even as a new instructor with a smaller training agency you may know the owners personally and be able to influence how the agency does things or even contribute to its training materials.

      On the other hand, as a relatively junior member of one of the large multi-national agencies, it is unlikely that any ideas you may have will have an impact on agency policy or practice. It may be very hard even to get your voice heard by the decision makers, protected as they are by levels of bureaucracy, like the leaders of any large company.

      Progression through the ranks is slow too in the larger agencies, as there are many people waiting in line ahead of you and they are all keen to protect their position in the company structure. For large companies in general, maintaining the hierarchy is an important factor in ensuring stability.

      Here is an excellent example: a few years ago one major training agency adopted a new range of programmes. The agency had very few top trainers with experience of this type of diving on its books but it had a larger number of more junior trainers with a lot of relevant experience. There was much internal debate. If the agency fast-tracked the more junior trainers to the top of the tree, there was a better chance that the new programmes would succeed immediately. But, there was the danger that this would cause discontent among the agency’s more senior members.

      In the end, the agency chose not to disrupt the existing hierarchy and, instead, they gave their top trainers a short introductory course and threw them in at the deep end, so to speak. Consequently, the new programmes took a long time to take off properly. Most large bureaucracies in any field of human activity would make a similar decision.

      
        
        Early Opportunities

      

      

      Some agencies are new and can offer opportunities for faster progress through the ranks. If you join an agency in its early days then your seniority will derive from the time you have spent with the agency rather than your overall teaching experience.

      If you teach in a part of the world where one of the smaller training agencies has no presence, you may even be able to buy a local franchise for the agency. At the DEMA show in Las Vegas recently, an instructor trainer friend from Singapore was offered the franchise for a European diver-training agency that had decided to branch out into Asia. All he did to earn this invitation was stop by the agency’s stand as he walked the show. Opportunities abound; you just need to be in the right place at the right time.

      Not all agencies operate according to the same business model. Some have a centralised, top-down structure where it is the “World Headquarters” that directs policy, produces training materials, approves marketing initiatives and controls everything. Other agencies give satellite franchises much more autonomy and there are some whose materials vary so greatly in appearance from country to country that only the logo tells you which agency they pertain to. You may be able to contribute much more to the direction of a decentralised agency.

      All these considerations, of course, only apply if you are thinking of building a career in scuba diving. What if your ambitions are less long-term?

      
        
        Forget the Career: I Just Want to Work in Paradise for a While

      

      

      Like many people, you may decide to become a dive instructor just so that you can take a break away from your usual life and go off to live and work in some exotic destination that you have always dreamed about.

      If so, then you need to conduct your training agency research more locally. Find out which are the best-represented agencies in the country or region you want to live in. These are the agencies you should focus on. The more centres your chosen agency has in the area, the more likely it is that you will find work.

      Local conditions often dictate which agencies dive centres choose to affiliate with.  For instance, there is an island with over 300 dive centres where one agency has an enormous presence simply because the regional headquarters is located on that island.

      Individuals can have an impact too. With the more decentralised agencies, someone charismatic, pro-active and with a service-orientated background can take a regional franchise, recruit a large network of dive centres and instructors and generate a level of success out of proportion to the agency’s status worldwide. Of course, if that person should move on, the comparative weakness of the agency internationally might leave the local network poorly serviced.

      
        
        I Have No Idea Where I Want to Go

      

      

      If you have no idea where you want to work as a dive instructor and if, at this early stage, you want to get some experience before you start thinking about career goals, the agency that will give you the best chance of getting a job anywhere in the world is PADI.

      PADI is the largest training agency; the one that has most affiliated dive centres and resorts and the one that first introduced the concept that diving was not just for an athletic elite. PADI was the first commercially orientated agency and it is one of very few dive industry entities that actively market to non-divers in non-scuba-related media. Because of this, many non-divers think that there is actually only one training agency. “I’m going to do my PADI,” they say.

      
        
        Instructor Crossovers

      

      

      Once you are an instructor with one agency, there is nothing to stop you from joining another, apart from the expense involved in “crossing over” and having to pay multiple agency membership fees each year. You can become a better instructor by learning a different system and new techniques and having multiple affiliations will make you more employable. However, again, do a little research first. Many training agencies are almost carbon copies of each other and are distinguished by not much more than different logos and colour schemes. At the instructor level, none of the agencies will have any objection to you holding multiple instructor certifications, although you should not expect anyone from your original agency to actively suggest this.

      It is almost certain that if you apply for a new job with a dive operator that runs courses through a training agency that you are not affiliated with, you will be asked to do a crossover. As this can be an expensive process, before you agree, match the costs against your monthly wage to see if it is worth your while.

      You could ask if your new employers will pay for the crossover, although they may be reluctant, perhaps because they have done this in the past and the instructor then resigned soon afterwards. It might, however, be possible to reach a compromise whereby you pay for the crossover in the first instance and then they reimburse you a portion of the expenses with your salary each month.

      When you cross over, some agencies require you to do another full instructor course, usually repeating much of what you have already done. Others give you some credit for previous experience but still ask you to do at least part of their course. One agency encourages experienced instructors recruited to its ranks to undergo cave diver training to improve their skills. It works!

      Finally, a word of caution: some training agencies offer paid paper crossovers whereby they certify you as one of their instructors or instructor trainers without requiring you to show off your knowledge or demonstrate your skills and teaching ability. All you have to do is hand over the money and sign your name to a form.

      Be very wary of any agency that takes this approach. You have to question the motivation. The pitch is often delivered in such a way as to make you feel that you have been “head-hunted.” It can be tempting as it plays to your ego. After all, we all have one.

      But ask yourself, are you honestly someone whose experience, reputation and following make you such an asset that the agency will do anything to have you on board?

      If this is not the case then why are they doing this? Are they making similar offers to almost anybody? If so, then at least some of your fellow recruits are likely to be those who have been rejected by or expelled from other training agencies and are looking for a new banner to teach under where standards are lower and fewer questions are asked. The agency will soon become known as a last resort for the disaffected and both its quality and its reputation will plummet.

      You do not want to have any part in this sort of thing.

      
        
        Be professional by:

        Recognising that as an instructor you are a valuable commodity.

        Knowing that you have choices.
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