
What’s SUP
A beginner’s guide to getting acquainted 

with the fastest-growing sport in America
By Sami Glascott
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o, you’ve seen people Stand Up Paddleboarding (SUP) out on the water enough 

times to wrap your brain around the idea and are ready to give it a try.  Other than being 

a proficient swimmer, all you need is to do is borrow, rent, or buy (try it first!) a board 

and a paddle, right? After all, how hard can it be? All you do is stand up and start pad-

dling.

If you have never tried SUPing before, you really want your first experience to be a 

good one. When dealing with water, particularly cold water, always err on the side of 

caution. If it’s your first time, consider taking a beginning Stand Up Paddleboard lesson 

on flat water. The goal is to walk away wanting to SUP again. And you will, if your expe-

rience is safe, fun, and a confidence builder. 

If you’re a proficient swimmer, but the idea of taking a SUP lesson in cold water makes 

you a little nervous, that’s fine. There’s nothing wrong with booking your first SUP 

experience in warmer climes on your next vacation to Mexico, Hawaii or the Caribbean 

before trying it at home. Rest assured if you can find a white sandy beach with warm wa-

ter, you will be able to find SUP lessons. SUP is after all, the fastest-growing watersport 

worldwide. Or, you can even try the latest craze to cross America (yes, even in Alaska), a 

pool fitness class on a floating mat or SUP. 
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The first thing to do when searching for 
a beginner SUP lesson is to make sure the 
instructors are qualified by a certifying 
organization. These certifications require 
current First Aid, CPR, and AED training 
and are typically earned through one to two 
days of training. In the classroom, students 
learn water safety and emergency response, 
gear and paddle techniques, and teaching 
methods. While on the water, students hone 
their paddle skills and teaching methods 
and, most important, practice and test their 
rescue skills. Without these certifications, 
you cannot be certain that your instructor 
will know how to respond should you or a 
classmate run into trouble during their les-
son. If you are taking a class that combines a 
beginner SUP lesson with a SUP yoga class, 
make sure that your SUP yoga instructor 

is not only a qualified yoga teacher (i.e. a 
minimum of a 200 hours as a registered yoga 
teacher with Yoga Alliance), but also has 
certification as a SUP instructor and SUP 
yoga instructor. A SUP yoga instructor has 
a minimum of 25 hours of training in which 
they have learned to teach yoga asana that is 
safe and appropriate to do on SUPs and how 
to progress students safely as they become 
more stable and confident. While Warrior 1 
and Tree Pose are two of yoga’s most basic 
poses, these are far from easy, particularly 
for first-time SUPers, on a board. Knowing 
this and how to set up and manage students 
in ever-changing conditions while conduct-
ing a SUP yoga class is the kind of experi-
ence you’ll receive with a certified SUP yoga 
instructor.

Good gear is also essential for the beginner 
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Paula Cerda, a newly certified SUP teacher, gives on-water lessons on dropping an anchor 
during a beginners’ SUP class at DeLong Lake in Anchorage.  

SUP enthusiast. When taking a beginner SUP 
lesson, rental gear is often part of the pack-
age. Make sure your rental package includes 
not only a SUP board and paddle, but also a 
PFD and a leash. If these items are not part of 
the package, you should request them. And 
yes, if the business does not offer these you 
should take your business elsewhere. This 
rule cannot be overstated. Without a leash 
and PFD, you should not go paddling. As 
SUP explodes in popularity, SUP accidents 
are increasing and overwhelmingly victims 
did not have a leash, a PFD, or either. Be a 
smart consumer and don’t let a renter tell you 
that you don’t need them.

As in any sport, having gear that fits is 
important. Make sure that the board is ap-
propriate for your body type and activity, that 
your paddle is adjusted for your height, that 
you are suited with outerwear (wetsuit, dry-
suit, etc.) that fits and matches the tempera-
ture of the water, not the air temperature.

Don’t rush to get in the water, either. The 
dryland content of a beginning SUP class 
is important. In your first lesson, your SUP 
instructor should spend at least 15 to 20 
minutes on land before even setting you up 
on the water. The instructor will cover top-
ics like safety protocols and a rescue plan, 
weather, how to launch, how to stand, how to 
paddle, and how to return. A good instruc-
tor will lay gear out and show you how to 
do everything (fitting your paddle, stand-
ing, coming down to your knees, stroking, 
bracing) and allow you to give a few things 
a try before getting on the water. If you feel 
rushed and are taken immediately to the 
water, then request that your instructor slow 
down and walk you through everything. For 
an experienced athlete or water person, 
some of this content may seem meticulous 
and too common sense, but be patient. There 
are a lot of details to be learned, one of 
which may just save your life.

Now what?
Once you’ve taken a beginner SUP les-

son, and become hooked, there are many 
directions to take your SUP journey. Go out 
several times to build up your confidence, 
stroke technique and stamina. With some 
mileage under your belt, consider longer 
excursions, training for short and long SUP 
races, down winding or ocean racing, SUP 
surfing, or river surfing. There are specialty 
classes in all of these.

Hesitant to try a class locally? There are 
many warmer places to get your feet wet in 
the many facets of SUP.  Or consider tak-
ing your yoga, meditation, or pilates to the 
board. There’s nothing more serene or magi-
cal than final shavasana on a quiet lake or on 
the ocean at sunset.

Properly permitted
• Make sure your instructor is properly permitted and insured for business. To ac-

quire a permit, an instructor or business must show proof of insurance. 
• Standup Paddleboarding insurance has specific requirements like SUP instructor

certifications (see main story), liability waivers, SUP rental coverage, and gear such as 
whistles, leashes,and PFDs. 

• Permits indicate that your instructor has the proper requirements to do business
and is not just showing off a casually acquired skill.

• Doing business with properly permitted instructors is the right thing to do to help
support your the community in which you are learning. 

• An instructor or business may complain that permits are very expensive and ardu-
ous, but keep in mind that they are making a profit off using the park without paying a 
park use fee.  

— Sami Glascott 
Sami Glascott is a master SUP trainer and owner of Unravel, LLC, which offers SUP 

and SUP yoga teacher training in Anchorage. (www.unravelak.com)




