
 Instructors say working in education is more varied and stable

WILD CAREERS
AN

GU
S 

TH
OM

PS
ON

Christchurch Polytechnic to become Ara 
Institute of Canterbury)

Nukada says the job prospects for new 
grads are promising; for the past several 
years, 100 per cent of second- and third-
year students landed outdoor jobs after 
completing their studies. 

While many of his students say they were 
inspired to get into outdoor education after 
an impactful Outward Bound or Hillary 
Outdoors experience, many head straight to 
work as guides right out of school. 

Students who get a two-year, Level 5 
diploma usually get jobs in the adventure 
tourism industry as sea kayaking, caving, or 
glacier guides. The two-year certificate gives 
them skills to look after clients, keep them 
safe, and give them a fun experience, Nukada 
says, adding that it’s the most common 
diploma earned in the field.

The Level 6 diploma is a three-year degree, 
and students spend a large portion of the 
extra year teaching the first-year students, 
with many going on to work as educators. 

The Level 7 diploma typically adds another 
year of study, after which many graduates 
will go on to work in conservation or 
sustainability, with some also earning a 
teaching diploma in order to teach outdoor 
education at schools. 

“We try to give people a really broad base 
of skills so they’re not so specialised that 
they can’t move around in the industry,” 
Nukada says.

“I challenge anyone to tell me another 
subject at school or university that teaches 
people how to be their best self, how to 
work with other people, how to look after 
your environment. We’re the most important 
subject in that way.”

Whitireia Polytechnic’s outdoor adventure 
programme sees an even split when it comes 
to post-grad jobs. 

Denise Clements, lead tutor for Whitireia, 

says half their graduates go into adventure 
tourism, while the other half typically opt for 
working in education centres.

Clements has noticed a trend whereby 
young graduates tend to enter the tourism 
industry, because it often provides flexibility 
and travel. They may do this for two-three 
seasons before moving into an outdoor 
education role.

“Unless they’re doing a variety of 
adventure tourism jobs back to back, people 
can get bored quite easily,” Clements says. 
“Say you’re cave-guiding at Waitomo, you 
might only want to do that for two seasons, 
before you realise you really need to do 
something else.

“Older, more experienced graduates 
tend to want to work in education roles 
which allow them to work with clients 
for extended periods of time and where 
the focus is more on personal growth and 
development, rather than having a short fun 
experience.”

On top of that, Clements says education 
jobs tend to be a more long-term and 
sustainable career choice. 

Zak Shaw, an instructor from Tai Poutini 
Polytechnic, sees the same trend in his 
recent students; most spend a few seasons 
as adventure guides and later gravitate to 
education jobs. But by contrast, he said 80 
to 90 per cent of students go into adventure 
tourism jobs right after their studies. Shaw 
attributes that to the more hands-on, 
technical skills training Tai Poutini offers. He 
says starting an outdoor career in guiding 
offers a nice transition for those who don’t 
yet have much life experience.

“The thing that most young people 
are lacking is just that social skill in 
communicating and interacting with clients, 
customer service, and having a personality,” 
Shaw explains. “The adventure tourism 
industry gives them those skills fast.” 

GUIDE OR 
TEACH?  

IT’S YOUR  
CHOICE
Most who opt for a career in 
the outdoors go down one 
of two roads of employment; 
either education or adventure 
tourism. 

W
hether you choose, 
a career in educa-
tion or adventure 
tourism, it seems 
there are plenty 
of opportunities. 

The former might land you a gig at Outward 
Bound or teaching outdoor education at a 
secondary school or a polytech, while the lat-
ter might mean a lifetime of trips down the 
Whanganui River or countless climbs up the 
famous peaks of the Southern Alps. 

Asher March is at the bittersweet end of his 
three-year tenure at Outward Bound. A self-
proclaimed ‘all-rounder’, his interests include 
rock climbing, kayaking, mountaineering and 
bush-craft. 

His outdoor pursuits began in his early 20s 
with rock climbing, then outdoor education 
studies at the Nelson Marlborough Institute 
of Technology, later earning a diploma from 
Aoraki Polytechnic in outdoor management. 

He then took a job as a sea-kayak guide in 
the San Juan Islands of Washington state, USA.

While kayak-guiding in a foreign country 
may sound like an intrepid journey for most, 
March initially didn’t believe kayak guiding was 
a worthy outdoors field. 

“I built up in my head that there are no 
skills needed – that there’s nothing really to 
it.”

That changed when he realised the magical 
quality of the intertidal zone in Puget Sound. 
His ‘office’ was a plastic boat floating atop the 
Salish Sea; his to-do list involved identifying a 
myriad of sea creatures that lived in cold, inky, 
tidal pools and on rocky shores.

“It was like being a kid again,” March says. 
“I fell in love, and it’s a huge passion now,” 
he says.

March returned to New Zealand to work 
at Outward Bound. Similar to his views on 
kayak guiding, he worried that it wouldn’t 
help him advance his career.
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