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Thinking Ahead:

North American Ski Academies
LLook to the Future

In the last issue, we reviewed the history of the three original Eastern ski academies—
Burke Mountain Academy, Stratton Mountain School and Green Mountain Valley
School—as they reach their S0th anniversaries. Now, we look to the challenges facing
ski racing, and how these three institutions plan to approach them.

n 1970 Warren Witherell and
Finn Gunderson took in the
view from a hillside in East
Burke, Vermont, and envisioned
the concept of a ski academy.
The idea—a model that combined
focused athletics and academics in an
environment built around trust and
community—spawned Burke Mountain
Academy (BMA) and the imminent
creation of Stratton Mountain School
(SMS) and Green Mountain Valley
School (GMVS). All benefitted from
Vermont’s open-minded perspective on
education and dense skier population.
Decades before Covid, ski academies
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pioneered remote learning, combining
it with midweek training that dramati-
cally increased students time on snow
to 100 days a season. With all the nec-
essary pieces in place, academy skiers
excelled nationally.

As Gunderson describes, the ski
academies’ carly success was also their
undoing. “As the academies dominated,
other programs caught on,” he explains,
adding that once snowmaking became
ubiquitous in the West, the season there
dramatically lengthened. With the
ski academy model now proven, and
demand growing, the youth-market
exploded.

BURKE MOUNTAIN AC ﬂDEMY
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Clockwise, far left: BMA top alum:
Mikaela Shiffrin; BMA teamed up with
the Baerums ski club in Norway to cut
costs; Finn Gunderson, former BMA
headmaster and USSA executive;
Willy Booker, BMA headmaster.

HEALTHY COMPETITION

Soon the Big Three had company. In
1975 Vermont's Killington Mountain
School opened its doors. In 1982 Car-
rabasset Valley Academy (CVA) in
Sugarloaf, Maine, came on the scene, as
did Rowmark, an academy attached to
Salt Lake City’s well-established Row-
land Hall prep school. Resort towns like
Jackson Hole, Wyoming; Sun Valley,
Idaho; Squaw Valley, California; and
Steamboat, Colorado all offered ski
racing options at public, private and
charter schools. The Hellman family,
who had started SMS, created a West-

SKIING HISTORY

KILLINGTON MOUNTAIN SCHOOL

>
=
]
[a)
<B
[¥]
<
>
w
|
2
>
.
w
0
]
<
o
<
4
[
<
(S}

The ski academy format migrated to Maine with the opening of the
Carrabasset Valley Academy in 1982.

ern version in 1998, the Sugar Bowl Ski
Academy. In 2007, Vail Ski and Snow-
board Academy became the first public
ski academy, dramatically decreasing the
cost of mixing school and ski racing,
and increasing accessibility to the ski
academy experience.

Meanwhile, in the East, where more
than half of U.S. Ski and Snowboard’s
racer population resides and where
these youth can access a full range of
competitions within a few hours’ drive,
traditional prep schools like Proctor
Academy, Holderness School, Gould
Academy and Northwood School
beefed up their ski programs.

In all, 27 schools now identify as
ski academies across the country, with
options that broaden accessibility and,
therefore, the potential talent pool. This
growth has allowed more ski racers to
pursue the top level, increasing compe-
tition and challenging the original mod-
el. While ski racing remains the central
focus, the demands for excellence in
everything else—from academics and
college placement to extracurricular
options and standard of care —has dra-
matically increased. And as they have
from the start, the academies adapted.

www.skiinghistory.org
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The success of the pioneering ski acade-
mies soon led to competition. Killington
Mountain School first welcomed student
in 1975, with the traditional mix of aca-
demics and athletic training.
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With CVA about a mile from the Sugarloaf ski area, stu-

dents enjoy a quick commute to their on-snow studies.

ADJUSTING THE GOALPOST

Just as expectations have changed, so,
too, has the motivation to attend acad-
emies. With more athletic competition
from across the country, and a longer de-
velopment track in the sport, making the
US. Ski Team in high school is now an
unlikely outcome—but it’s also less of a
priority. Burke headmaster Willy Booker,
himself a BMA graduate, can’t pinpoint
when that attitude shifted but notes that
in the interview process, few kids men-
tion the Olympics or the U.S. Ski Team
as a goal. Most focus on skiing for a good
NCAA Division 1 school. “When I
came to Burke, college placement wasn’t
even a thought,” Booker recalls.

At the same time, getting into the
most desirable schools has also become
more competitive: In 1997 students
applying to Dartmouth—an Ivy League
school with a top NCAA ski team—
had a 25 percent chance of getting in.
This year, the acceptance rate was less
than 8 percent of applicants. As colleges
have gotten more selective, high schools
that offer a proven pathway in, as well
as character-building values, are highly
coveted. Successful college-placement
outcomes now include not only the 20

schools with NCAA ski teams, but also
the 175 schools in the USCSA that
offer a wide range of academic and ath-
letic options.

Ski academies stack up favorably
against their prep-school peers on
tuition, and what they lack in diverse
academics and general athletic facilities,
they make up for in specialized staff, pro-
gramming and venues. “You can’t make
an apples-to-apples comparison,” says
Booker. “The athletics are worlds apart.”

COST: THE COMMON ENEMY
During the 2022 Beijing Olympics,
one article zot about Mikaela Shif-
frin grabbed the public’s attention—a
Wall Street Journal piece entitled “U.S.
Alpine Ski Racing’s $500,000-per-Kid
Problem.” It highlighted the “financial
doping,” from a young age, that is nar-
rowing skiing’s Olympic pipeline.

The number is not an exaggeration,
especially for kids attending private ski
academies. Lost in that headline, how-
ever, is the fact that kids are also getting
a private school education at a small
boarding school, learning the values
those schools hold dear and then getting
into top colleges. Demand for that av-
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SUGAR BOWL ACADEMY
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Academy in 1998.

enue to success will likely remain strong
and thus maintain the viability of acad-
emies, each of which already offers more
than $1 million annually in financial aid
and scholarships. The academies work
hard to build their endowments in order
to broaden accessibility. Furthermore,
the aggregation of facilities and staff at
state-of—the-art venues greatly benefits
the full spectrum of the ski racing com-
munity, from junior to post-graduate.

More critical to ski academy survival
than tuition is the viability of the entire
sport. The two most challenging issues
ski racing faces are snow and cost. The
quest for snow, a diminishing resource,
is increasingly expensive. Keeping costs
in check is a universal theme of ski pro-
grams looking to survive and includes
initiatives like snow farming to extend
the ski season into spring and reduce
off-season travel. Nevertheless, as
Booker says, “For the immediate future,
we see travel as part of the necessity of
what’s going to happen.”

That travel comes from the desire to
increase days on snow, which puts Eastern
academies at a geographical disadvantage.
As winters grow warmer, the original
gold standard—100 days on snow—that
conferred such an advantage to ski acad-
emy athletes is now harder to achieve.
Moreover, 100 days of on-snow training is
now deemed inadequate. With improved
snowmaking in the West, for example,
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Tricia Hellman Gibbs, a former U.S. Ski Team
member whose father founded the Stratton
Mountain School in Vermont, felt there was a
need for a similar opportunity for young rac-
ers in the West and established the Sugar Bowl

VAIL SKI AND SNOWBOARD ACADEMY
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Colorado athletes can log 150 annual
days on snow with minimal out-of-region
travel. Meanwhile, Eastern skiers can still
only rely on those 100 days at home and
must travel significantly for the rest.

With the added prices of lane fees, lift
tickets and lodging, it is often less expen-
sive for Eastern skiers to travel to Europe
for training than to Colorado. Plus, the
cost of ski equipment, and the amount
needed, has also risen dramatically, while
equipment sponsorships—nearly ubig-
uitous for all academy racers a generation
ago—are now exceedingly rare.

The other major contributor to cost
in all ski clubs, but especially at acad-
emies that now require specialized em-
ployees in both academics and athletics,
is staffing. Covid initiated a mass migra-
tion of remote workers to mountain
towns, especially in the West, driving
up property values and rents. GMVS
and Burke have both acquired adjoin-
ing land and structures to expand their
campuses and offer more staff housing,
but it remains an ongoing challenge.

This not only affects staff, but also
drives out the local mountain families
with homegrown athletes who tradition-
ally took advantage of financial aid at ski
academies and factored heavily into the
talent pool. No amount of financial aid
will help if families are priced out by real
estate, equipment and travel, and can’t
get into the sport in the first place.

valL SKL 8 SMOWEOARD

Vail altered the youth-racing
landscape in 2007 when

it opened the Vail Ski and
Snowboard Academy, the
first public ski academy, sig-
nificantly decreasing student
costs and increasing acces-
sibility.

SOLUTIONS, FROM THE GROUND UP
One way in which academies hope to
remain competitive is by growing their
talent pool right at home, building
lifetime miles on snow when kids are
young. Then by the time kids are of
ski-academy age, they will already have
the basics in place to optimize further
development. “By the time skiers are
U16 they might be 200 days behind,”
says GMVS headmaster Tracy Keller.
“We are looking behind the pipeline to
offer more midweek skiing for younger
skiers.” Academies have robust feeder
clubs that capture local skiers. Burke’s
junior program is run by Olympic gold
medalist and BMA alum Diann Roffe,
with the idea that building the right
fundamentals into kids’ skiing is a key
for future success.

On the other end of the age spec-
trum, all academies provide high-level
post-grad programs to help top athletes,
who at age 18 are still years away from
realizing their athletic potential in the
sport, continue clite development to-
wards collegiate or national teams.

PARTNERSHIPS AND COOPERATION
Burke has forged a partnership with
Baerums ski club in Norway to help
defray the costs of off-season camps by
sharing equipment and staff in each
place. GMVS has explored a relation-
ship with Apex 2100 academy in
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Green Mountain Valley School
headmaster Tracy Keller.

France. SMS’s ground-breaking partner-
ship with the T2 Foundation created a
home base for post-grad Nordic skiers.
Since 2013 SMS T2 athletes have won
world championship medals at every
level (U18, World Juniors, U23s, and
the World Championships themselves).

In season, academies also work
closely with their home mountains
to optimize access. “We are mindful
that the Rockies are offering a longer
season,” says SMS headmaster Carson
Thurber, “but we still find plenty of
days on snow.” Stratton Mountain guar-
antees SMS access to the first trails open
early season, while the academy also
takes advantage of Eastern resorts like
Sunday River, Maine, that get early sea-
son snow and are more cost- and time-
effective than traveling to Colorado.

One benefit of Covid was increased
collaboration among ski academies,
which banded together to work with the
state of Vermont in order to have any
kind of competition season. As Thurber
explains, “Everyone is willing to be a good
partner and neighbor, and that was not
always the case.”

This new spirit of collaboration
could help academies control costs by
working with each other, and also enable
them to use their combined voices to
influence changes for a more sustainable
future. Recently BMA hosted a sum-
mit for Eastern academies with Sophie
Goldschmidt, the new CEO of US. Ski
and Snowboard. The academies formed a
coalition to advocate for more resources
in the East. Their influence could also

www.skiinghistory.org
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Carson Thurber, Stratton Mountain
School graduate and headmaster.

Kirk
the ground floor and has more than 40 years’
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ki academy game on

experience helping run the major programs.

urge the national governing body toward
policies to support the sport’s long-term
health, such as minimizing travel at
younger ages, reserving out-of-region
trips for necessary competitions and
scheduling important races later in the
season to reduce the advantage gained by
those who can afford carly-season travel.

EMBRACING THE SPECIAL SAUCE
On the topic of ski academies, Kirk Dw-
yer is both an expert and an optimist. He
came to GMVS in its second year and
stayed for 25. He next served as head-
master at BMA for 16 years and then as
executive director at Ski and Snowboard
Club Vail for six years. In 2021 he re-
turned East as Alpine program director
at CVA. The biggest challenge for all of
the academies, he says, is attracting more
kids to the sport and retaining them. He
points out that the new norm of excessive
travel carries not only financial costs but
also opportunity costs, leaving Eastern
academies less time to exploit their natu-
ral strengths. As Dwyer says, “Success
comes when you are the best you can be,
not when you try to be someone else.”

Rather than simply racing toward
more days on snow to emulate their
Western peers, Dwyer believes Eastern
academies should embrace their advan-
tages in everything from independent
academic calendars to co-ed training to
the region’s dense competitive landscape.
Less travel would allow them to leverage
their unique cultures, which breeds cre-
ativity, physical strength, independence,
innovation and community.

He also suggests that academies
could use their shared voice to advo-
cate for the sport’s sustainability. “We
could agree that we're going to try to
limit, especially in the East, how much
we race because we have fewer days on
snow, says Dwyer, who describes how
over-racing detracts from the valuable
days on snow. By fully exploiting all the
resources, facilities and days on snow at
home, then supplementing them with
necessary camps, “you start to really
bend the cost curve,” says Dwyer.

Finn Gunderson has seen how the
positive impact of ski academies goes
beyond racing and into life overall. “We
created something different, and skiing
was the vehicle;” he says. “The whole
idea that these kids in the fall will carry
wet hay bales up the training hill—that
stuff changes you.” Gunderson has since
moved from ski to soccer academies.
When he considers the future of ski
racing, though, he thinks big picture: a
paradigm change to boost participation
and accessibility, regional development
centers and additional fundraising to pro-
vide free training and travel for kids.

When thinking of the possibili-
ties, he harkens back to his memory of
standing in a field with Warren With-
erell, with no plan and no money but
avision. “To people who say, “You're a
dreamer; I say, “You should have been at

Burke in 1970.” <
Olympian Edith Thys Morgan is a regular

contributor to Skiing History. The first part
of this article ran in the July-August issue.
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