How to get the Best Help from your In Car Driving Instructor

By Michael Kelly

With warm weather returning and people again able to feed their passion by heading out to a track event, it seems timely to share a little insight on how to maximize the learning you can get from your in car instructor.  So, as you head to the track, here are some reminders you may find useful:

Steps to take while still at home:

1. Get your car technically inspected and prepped properly.

2. Ask for instructor assignments before the event and contact him/her so you can establish a relationship beforehand and make them aware of what you want to work on and any modifications done to your car, so your instructor can start mental preparation.

3. Tell your instructor what level of experience you have.

4. Find an in-car video of someone driving the track if it exists (check commercial sources as well as YouTube) and watch it multiple times to learn as much as you can about the track.  Some video games may be of benefit.  Ask friends who’ve been to the track or your instructor if they have track notes and a track map to study.

Before your first on track session:

1. Pair up with an instructor who has/had a car similar to yours if possible, as the instructor will be better able to give you coaching specific for your car.
2. Identify what you want to learn that session or event to your instructor.

3. Tell your instructor of any modifications done to your car.

4. Get clear on what the instructor’s voice and hand signals are going to be (brake, brake, brake etc…).

5. Be clear about under what conditions, if any, the instructor will take the wheel or turn off the key.

6. Be clear with your instructor whether you like lots of/minimal instruction, whether you want the instructor commenting as you’re driving during the session and/or via a debrief at the end of the session (emergencies/dangerous situations excepted, which will always be discussed immediately) and whether you’d like a preview before the session begins.  Be prepared to invest the necessary time with your instructor.

While you’re on the track:

1. If permitted, first ride along with the instructor to let the instructor show you the line, talk through different points, get a feel for how the car reacts, particularly if it’s a car like yours.  This also gives you more time on the track and a chance to get more experience with the track.

2. If something makes you nervous, point it out to your instructor.

3. If you sense something is going wrong while you’re driving, tell the instructor immediately and tell them what corrective action you’re going to take.

4. Do what the instructor tells you, immediately.  Remember, most all the instructor has to work with is their voice, so you have to be listening and doing what you’re told to keep you both safe and improving your skills.

5. Pay attention to what the instructor says to you and repeat back for clarity for any particularly important points, like when you’re trying something new. 

6. Drive within your capability – if you’re pushing it too far, you should know that and back off.

7. Ask questions anytime you don’t understand an instruction or why your car is doing something you weren’t expecting.

8. If possible, ask different instructors to ride with you during an event – each will have their own strong points for you to learn from. 

9. Draw as much feedback from the instructor as you can – it’s how you learn and improve.  Create an atmosphere encouraging the instructor to comment on your driving.  Realize many instructors could say much more to you about your techniques but don’t as they are concerned you may be discouraged from hearing too much feedback or comments.  Continue asking for feedback as that’s how you’ll learn!

Some Final Points:
1. The instructor is putting their life in your hands, so treat them with care.

a. Remember they are volunteers and paying attention to them is what it takes to make the system work.

2. Make sure you drink plenty of water so you don’t dehydrate and cloud your judgment.

3. Remember, even if you’re an advanced student, you can still learn from an instructor.  Make sure you get someone who’s appropriate to your level of experience, and recognize that you likely will be getting small adjustment comments vs. a major item.  Besides helping you with the finer points of throttle steering, heel-toe downshifts, trail braking or left foot braking, they can also help you with exact track positioning.

Now, go out there, improve your skills, be safe and may your resultant smile fill your helmet!
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