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Trips for Kids Marin Rides program safety and skills testing
by Tim Long, Trips for Kids Marin ride leader August 2010 

The rides program has adopted some added components to enhance the days activities. Many of these are geared toward safety issues and in particular identifying kids that will need special attention re: their riding skills as well as potential limiting of riding on the more dangerous hills and areas within the parks/trails we ride.

Following our outfitting of gloves, helmets, nametags and bike the kids are gathered together in our normal introductory circle and are introduced to the adults/mentors for the day. (ride leaders and volunteers).  We then go into a brief chat about the concepts of braking, shifting and trail etiquette as well as rules for the day.   

Skills phase 1:
Following this we explain to the group what our first exercise/skills test is going to be which is navigating a laid out obstacle course of cones that test each kids:
· cornering skills

· balance skills

· braking skills

· shifting skills


In doing so the TFK staff, volunteers and agency staff get to identify which kids are going to need special attention to get up to speed for the upcoming ride.  Quite often we single a kid out having a particular problem negotiating the skills and have a volunteer, staff or the agency staff spend a little 1 on 1 time working on a particularly difficult element while the rest of the group is put through the paces of the obstacle course.  Kids quite often fail one component of the "test" and are encouraged to try a few times as we typically cycle the group through the course a few times.     

The kids enjoy the challenge, even if they have all the tools necessary and breeze through it.  For those who struggle, our staff and volunteers get a chance to spend some dedicated time coaching and assessing the kids’ skill level and determine the overall speed with which the ride for the day should occur.  What’s been impressed upon the TFK staff and volunteers is that we "need" to keep a vigilant eye on kids that are struggling and single them out for special skill work as we move on to our second phase of the skills lesson.

Skills Phase 2:

Phase 2 takes place at a staging area that has a hill.  Following a brief climb, the group is stopped and congregated for a second debriefing of the upcoming skills test/assessment which include-  "standing on the pedals" while descending and "controlled braking" (without skidding).  The TFK leaders and volunteers are working in coordinated manner here with volunteers doing a brief 'demonstration' of the skills.   This involves the volunteers actively and gives a sense of "participation" right off the bat. (some like to congregate in the back and this helps integrate the timid volunteers into the group dynamic).  Kids are then sent 1 at a time down the slight hill/rocky area. (slightly more challenging than the parking lot area).     Each kid leaves 1 staff or volunteer and descends to the ride leader for coaching on the braking element that needs to occur right in front of the ride leader who is directly assessing the "confidence level" and ease with which the second braking test is completed.  

Our initial skills obstacle course is a good 20-30min evaluation and coaching session but this could be shorter or longer depending on the group size and the group’s ability.  Quite often talented groups breeze through the test and head to the second hill assessment.  Other groups that struggle can spend quite a bit more time as the kids keep cycling through the course until the TFK staff feel confident that each kid is "coached" and "assessed" of his/her abilities.  Depending on the ride location, the TFK staff can choose to omit certain trails, obstacles, walking entire groups through sections, notifying agency leaders that certain kids need to walk,   and even determining that certain kids are unfit to participate in the ride that day.  

Overall the addition of a skills challenge and assessment portion to the ride has offered a little more diversity for the day with a dedicated half hour to hour of skills testing/assessment and an added element of "coaching".  Benefits of this added programming are:
· Volunteers are incorporated and given sense of purpose

· Volunteers are encouraged to be more active participants in the coaching and assessment.

· Agency staff get to directly see each kids abilities or lack thereof in a controlled situation prior to setting out on ride.

· TFK staff can more easily identify which kids are to walk upcoming hills, obstacles that are determined to be too tough for the kids.

· Even minor accidents are already showing to be mitigated with the addition of skills/braking coaching 

· Kids feel more confident prior to setting out on the ride.

· Kids get both oral explanation as well as the more hands on element and dedicated 1 on 1 coaching.

· Kids are given concrete goals, expectations for the skills and what constitutes PASS or FAIL (try again until we improve with a little coaching).

· Kids get to work with the TFK staff and volunteers which helps as an additional icebreaker.


While we like some kids to conquer their fears and try something that proves difficult for them in the beginning, our overall attention to safety requires us to assess whether or not the bigger challenges are "over their head" and "not appropriate" given the kids skill level.  The added skills portion is proving to be a great communicator of a kids skill level and helps us to directly assess each kid on an individual basis. 
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