
Meet 

Becky... 

On her journey to become a 

Paddlesport Leader

This blog post has been written by British Canoeing Digital 
Communications Officer, Rebecca Lovatt. Rebecca enjoys 
recreational stand up paddleboarding in her spare time and 
towards the end of last year made the decision that to further 
help her develop the canoe trails here at British Canoeing and 
help promote Go Canoeing and Places to Paddle projects, that 
she was going to begin her journey to become a Paddlesport 
Leader. This post follows Rebecca’s experiences on the 
training course and her plans for developing her skills. Want to 
find out more about the Paddlesport Leader Award? Visit the 
British Canoeing website! 
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There are various routes for those who undertake the Paddlesport Leader Award as this 

is an award with direct entry to assessment and optional training. Some people are 

experienced paddlers who have moved through the personal performance or coaching 

awards first. Some people opt for bespoke training at their club or centre, as they 

already have some of the skills required. I however, am approaching this award from a 

totally different angle. Growing up I was a windsurfer. I continued with this hobby for a 

good 8 years or so, only giving it up when I had to make the decision of whether I 

wanted to take it seriously as a professional athlete or not. I decided on the latter and 

continued along the usual University route which eventually lead me to British 

Canoeing. I came back to windsurfing every so often, mainly on holiday, but by my mid- 

20’s I was missing being on the water and it was then I discovered stand up 

paddleboarding… 

Since then, I have been paddling most weekends with friends or family, planning new 

routes and enjoying being in the outdoors. The more I did it, the more I wanted to share 

what I was doing with people and so the Paddlesport Leader Award seemed like the 

perfect fit to help me develop my skills and help spread the word further about how 

physically and mentally beneficial paddling can be. And so with that, I decided I would 

take the plunge and begin my journey. February rolled around and it was time for me to 

begin my formal training to become a Paddlesport Leader.   

The Beast from the East had arrived. Trust me to pick the coldest week of winter to start 

my Paddlesport Leader training course. With temperatures between 0 and -3 on day 1, 

heavy snow forecast and a wind chill of -5 and below, this course was going to be tough 

both mentally and physically. 

I decided to undertake my training at the Anderton Centre near Chorley, Lancashire. 

The centre is on the edge of a lovely reservoir and close to the canal too, ticking a couple 

of the boxes for the Paddlesport Leader remit. I hadn’t done much, if any, training on 

open water so to say I was a little trepidatious would be an understatement, but I was 

excited to learn new skills as well as practice and brush up on others.    

Taking on the Paddlesport Leader 

Training 



Day one began with the usual introductions – “Hi, I’m Becky, and I’m here to gain some 

formal qualifications to help develop canoe trails and deal with media requests within 

British Canoeing.” I’m not much a public speaker and I’m happy to take a back seat 

when it comes to group tasks and offer up when I feel like I need to, but this course 

wasn’t going to fit into my usual routine here. Each group member had to be fully 

immersed in the morning tasks, including a general knowledge discussions on different 

boat types, kit, leadership skills and map reading/trip planning. Our morning was 

probably more classroom based than our course leader, Chris Brain (Impact on 

Coaching Award winner at this year’s Coaching & Leadership Conference) would 

perhaps like, but with the weather as bad as it was, we didn’t have much choice if we 

didn’t want hypothermia.  

After lunch and an introduction to the paperwork side of the course (action plans, trip 

planning and safety assessments), we changed into our many thermal layers and dry 

suits and headed to the water. We had planned a trip before lunch which would take us 

into open water within the paddlesport leader remit, and was around 3km in length. 

The wind had picked up a little and was a good force 3, gusting slightly higher at times, 

which was the upper limit of the remit of the award. 

I took to the water on my SUP, while others in the group were in kayaks and canoes. 

The trip was split up into sections, pre-decided between us, so that group members 

couldn’t go too far or, in my case, get left behind! I’m a relatively competent paddler but 

the open water and strong onshore gusts left me a little exposed, especially paddling 

upwind. At times I felt like I was making little progress but actually, it was all a great 

experience. I realised I needed to develop my open water paddling and push myself a 

little more than I normally would on a canal or closed environment river. 

In the latter part of the afternoon we ran through some boat rescue/emptying 

techniques, including emptying an open canoe and kayak from my SUP which I had 

never done before, so this was very interesting. I also learnt which techniques would 

work best for me when it came to towing the different crafts… which was vital 

information that I didn’t know before. From this I could then work out what kit I 

needed to buy for my assessment. By the end of this session though, my board had 

formed a solid layer of ice and had become slippery and hard… not ideal for any more 

paddling! It was time to head to the centre, defrost, drink coffee and reflect on 

everything I needed to brush up on. I felt like my head was going to explode and this 

was only day 1!  

Day 1



Day two was cold, and I mean… cold! The layer of ice 

which formed on my board on day 1 had not defrosted, 

and many members of the group found that they formed 

ice on other bits of kit too, including poggies, PFD’s and 

spray decks! 

To test our skills on moving water and further leadership 

skills, we headed to the River Mersey in Warrington. 

Once described as a ‘dead’ river, the stretch was perfect 

for practising upwind paddling and paddling against the 

flow, as well as leadership skills and decision making. 

We got to our destination around 11am, set up our kit, got 

changed and headed to the water. I felt like the second 

day, although challenging, was a little less daunting for 

me. I had met the group, I’d pushed myself on day 1 and 

proved I was actually stronger than I thought both 

mentally and physically, and I had a clearer idea of what 

I needed to practice, which made the structure of the 

day, for me, a lot more useful. 

Along the route we each had a turn at leading the group, 

finding suitable meet points and sheltered environments 

where people could stop for a rest. We also had to put 

into practice some of the towing techniques learnt on 

day 1 to keep all the group together. What started off as 

8 separate crafts which became about 5 at the turning 

point with various crafts being towed, before everyone 

hopped back in their own craft and headed back to our 

starting point. 

After getting off the water, we got changed and had 

some food and headed for a debrief before the group set 

off on their merry way home, full of ideas on how to 

develop and where they could practice their new found 

skills.  

Day  2 



All in all, would I recommend the Paddlesport Leader training to anyone else who 

wants to take the assessment? Without a doubt, yes. There are very little prerequisites 

to the assessment but please don’t be fooled into thinking that makes it easy. I learnt so 

much in a very short period of time, and even the experienced paddlers on the course 

had gaps in their knowledge which needed filling in before they would pass the 

assessment. At the end of the day, this is not an award which tests how good your 

paddling skills are… of course you need to be a competent paddler, but the award is 

about much more than that. 

My action plan is packed full of things to practice, ranging from rescue techniques to 

strength training and pushing myself in environments I don’t necessarily feel 

comfortable in. I will be writing another blog post following on from this, tracing my 

journey through to assessment so if you’ve enjoyed this update, please  stay tuned! 

Happy paddling! 


