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SUN VALLEY SKI EDUCATION 
FOUNDATION ATHLETES By Hayden Seder

Above: Sun Valley Ski Education Foundation's Executive Director Sam Adicoff.
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Strong minds, strong bodies, strong futures

This is the slogan for the Sun Valley Ski Education 
Foundation (SVSEF), an organization synonymous in 
the Wood River Valley with snow sports education. And 
while, for an athletics organization, strong bodies is a fairly 
obvious goal, the emphasis on strong minds and futures 
might be less obvious, but no less important. SVSEF believes 
that a strong academic background is integral to help 
prepare kids for their future, be it in sports or not. 

When it comes to academics, one might be inclined to think 
of the way young athletes are often portrayed in movies—
teachers willing to let football players’ grades slide in favor 
of the school having a winning team, or slacker jocks barely 
attempting to show up for class. One would be mistaken 
to associate anything like that with the rigorous demands 
of SVSEF, where a grade of C- or above is required in all 
classes, and tutoring is established if that standard is not 
met. “Being a student-athlete is about being a student 
first, then an athlete,” explains SVSEF Academic Director 
Erika Rixon. “Academics are very important for the 

future of these students and with the demanding training 
and competition schedule that SVSEF athletes face, it can 
become very challenging. My vision, along with SVSEF’s 
vision, is to make sure that the student-athletes are able to 
participate in their winter sport and school with as much 
ease as possible.”

Sam Adicoff, SVSEF’s Executive Director, agrees that 
sports are a privilege and a part of a broader education. 

“At SVSEF, we value academics as they are a major part 
of a student-athlete’s life here in the Valley and they play a 
significant role later on, regardless of where one may end up 
and what one may ultimately choose to do. ‘Strong bodies’ 
is a part of our driving philosophy, but it does not take 
precedence over ‘strong minds’.”

Rixon’s role is one of constant communication between 
parents, coaches, teachers, staff, and principals of the 
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With summer over and the 2017-2018 ski season set to begin Thanksgiving weekend, SVPN begins the first 
of several articles on different aspects of the Sun Valley Ski Education Foundation. This issue, we explore the 
"strong minds" portion of their "strong minds, strong bodies, strong futures" slogan.
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local schools, ensuring that rosters are sent, and schools 
know who is traveling and training, and when. “There 
are many moving parts to the academic component of 
SVSEF,” explains Rixon. “We work directly with many staff 
members within the school district who all play an integral 
role in making this a priority for the kids. The principals 
are highly involved as well, which we’re grateful for; they 
have the students’ best interests in mind by allowing us to 
create a very strong connection with all staff members in the 
schools.”

Will Snyder, currently a student at Williams College, was 
an SVSEF alpine athlete and 2016 graduate of Community 
School. He says, “Balancing my academics with my athletics 
has had its challenges, but the SVSEF and Community 
School have worked very hard through the years to create a 
system for all of their athletes.”

While Rixon works with all the Valley schools, Sage School 
and Community School also have their own in-house tutors. 
All SVSEF athletes are welcome to use the SVSEF tutoring 
system which includes group tutoring three afternoons a 
week and individual tutoring sessions when the student-
athlete's situation warrants it. Tutoring is mandatory for 
those on Academic Recovery Plan, which is implemented 
when the SVSEF standard of C- or above is not met in order 
for high school students to travel for competition. Middle 
school students with a D- or lower are unable to train. By 
receiving weekly grade reports, Rixon ensures that students 

aren’t falling behind. Pre-excuse forms are also required 
for traveling students prior to missing school. “Students 
plan and discuss with their teachers before going on trips, 
developing trust and accountability while keeping students 
aware of what is expected of them academically,” adds 
Adicoff. “It is our intention to work with local schools to 
provide maximum benefit to student-athletes through the 
work of our organization, without sacrificing the quality of 
each individual’s education.” 

“The tutors provided by SVSEF were very helpful when 
it was ‘crunch time’ for school,” says Snyder of his use of 
tutoring during his time at SVSEF. “I depended on them 
when I was lost in class material that I missed. They took 
the time to teach me the material one-on-one so that I could 
be prepared for my finals and get all of my work done on 
time.” 

Indeed, the amount of school missed can be significant not 
only due to traveling for races but also due to the hours 
that Bald Mountain is open, which can conflict with school 
hours. Therefore, communication between student and 
teacher is extremely important, even for those not falling 
behind.

“Missing any school is challenging, period,” says Danny 
Graves, a 2016 Wood River High School graduate and 
former SVSEF cross country athlete who will attend 
Western Washington University this fall. “I think every 
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SVSEF athlete can attest to having a 
knotted-up stomach looking at a pile 
of homework on the van or plane 
ride back home. Thankfully most 
teachers at Wood River High School 
were forgiving of frequent absences 
during the winter for ski race trips. 
Some teachers would allow extra time 
for assignments, others would create 
alternate projects, and some would 
even send classwork with me.”

Even while students are away on trips, 
academic support is there. Both fellow 
athletes and coaches provide a support 
system that makes traveling for SVSEF 
far from a vacation. “I remember 
during our West Yellowstone ski camp, 
my math teacher had Cross Country 
Program Director Rick Kapala proctor 
a calculus quiz for myself and two 
other teammates between workouts,” 
says Graves. Adds Snyder, “When at 
a ski race or at a camp, the coaches 
always required us to go to study hall 
and be productive. Even after we came 
back from races, the coaches would be 
understanding of missing training to 
get school work done.” 

But of course, there must be a balance 
between athletics and academics, 
particularly before an important race. 
At a certain point, mind and body 
need to be well-rested for the sake 
of good performance. “During my 
time on the cross country team, there 
was generally a high regard among 
the team to keep grades up, but that 
didn’t mean my teammates and I were 
burying our heads in the books pre- or 
post-race,” explains Graves. “I had to 
make sure I was well rested for racing, 
both mind and body!”

And while academic education is 
important, the education received as 
an athlete with SVSEF is not to be 
disregarded, which is why all these 
parents, teachers, principals, and 
coaches make such an effort to ensure 
that students are able to participate 

in winter sports. “There are many 
barriers that we face daily, being that 
winter sport athletes are only a small 
percentage of the schools’ population. 
But the schools are supportive of these 
student-athletes pursuing their passion 
and desire to be outdoors learning 
skills that may not otherwise be 
obtained through a classroom setting,” 
explains Rixon. There are many skills 
learned on the hill or in the classroom, 
but the beauty of the SVSEF setting 
is that student-athletes get to practice 
these tools daily—skills like learning to 
succeed, losing with grace, responding 
to failure and success, and problem-
solving in real-life situations. 

Whether skiing, sitting in a classroom, 
traveling in a van to a competition, or 
catching up in a hotel room, there is no 
place too big or small for learning to 
take place within SVSEF. And whether 
that learning is the three Rs or on the 
larger scale of life lessons, SVSEF is 
an organization that truly prioritizes 
strong minds for its athletes’ futures.
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Below: Former SVSEF athlete Danny Graves.
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