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Building Skills And
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This isn’t a checklist or a brochure. It’s a fast, clear, no-
fluff crash course in the essential skills, language, and

mindset to begin boating with confidence.

Whether you're drawn to the freedom of the water or
want a new skill that empowers your life, this guide is

your first lesson. 

Let’s get you ready.

Fast, Fun & Fearless
Your First Step Into the Boating Life

Welcome Aboard!

Visit Our Lesson Offerings

https://passagenautical.com/
https://passagenautical.com/
https://passagenautical.com/boating-lessons/


Know Your Boat
Parts & Terms That Matter

Sailing-Specific Terms

Halyard – Raises/lowers sails or flags.

Mainsheet – Controls the mainsail.

Jib Sheet – Controls the front sail (jib).

Boom Vang – Pulls the boom down to control sail shape.

Traveler – Track system that adjusts mainsail side-to-side.

Topping Lift – Supports the boom when sail is lowered

Tack – Which side the wind is coming from (starboard or port tack).

Heeling – The boat leaning due to wind in the sails

Keel – Underwater fin for balance and stability.

 Powerboating-Specific Terms

Throttle – Controls engine speed.
Planing – When a boat lifts and skims across the water.
Trim Tabs – Small plates on the transom that adjust ride balance.
Kill Switch / Safety Lanyard – Cuts engine if operator falls overboard.
Wake – Waves created by a boat’s movement.
Windlass – Mechanized anchor system (also found on large sailboats).
Fuel Vent – Where air escapes while fueling (prevents blowback).
Engine Cut-off Switch – Safety requirement on modern boats (same as kill
switch).
Console – Control area on center-console boats.

General Boating Terms (Shared – Sail & Power)

Lines – Ropes on a boat (docking, sails, fenders, etc.).

Cleat – Fitting for securing lines.

Spring Lines – Docking lines that prevent forward/backward movement.

Fenders – Protective bumpers when docked.

Cockpit – Area where controls and seating are located.

Companionway – Entry to the cabin from the deck.

Bilge – Lowest point in the boat; water collects here.

Draft – Depth of the hull below the waterline.

Helm – Steering position (tiller or wheel).



VHF Radio Basics + Phonetic Alphabet

VHF Radio Basics
The VHF radio is your lifeline on the water. Even in the Bay, knowing how to use it matters.

Channel 16 is for emergency and hailing. After making contact, switch to a working

channel.

Sample Call:

“Vessel Sea Star, this is Learning Vessel on channel one-six. Over.”

Speak clearly, avoid filler words, and keep it short.

Real life examples using the phonetic alphabet: 

Spelling your boat name:

“Vessel name is SEA WOLF – that’s Sierra Echo Alpha, Whiskey Oscar Lima Foxtrot.”

Giving your location:

“We're anchored at Slip B7 – Bravo Seven.“

VHF Radio Phonetic Alphabet

Letter

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

I

J

K

L

M

Code Word

Alpha

Bravo

Charlie

Delta

Echo

Foxtrot

Golf

Hotel

India

Juliett

Kilo

Lima

Mike

Letter

N

O

P

Q

R

S

T

U

V

W

X

Y

Z

Code Word

November

Oscar

Papa

Quebec

Romeo

Sierra

Tango

Uniform

Victor

Whiskey

X-ray

Yankee

Zulu



Rules of the Road (Right-of-Way Simplified)

Just like driving, boats follow rules to avoid collisions. These aren’t just “guidelines”—they’re legally

required and grounded in COLREGS (International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea). 

Power vs. Power

Two motorboats  are approaching each other:

Head-on? Both boats turn to starboard (right), so you pass left-to-left.

Crossing paths? The boat on the right (starboard) has the right-of-way.

Overtaking? The boat doing the overtaking must give way—regardless of side.

Tip: When in doubt, slow down and make your movements clear and early.

Power vs. Sail

A sailboat under sail (not using the engine) has right-of-way over a powerboat.

Exceptions: If the sailboat is overtaking a powerboat, it gives way.

If the sailboat is using an engine, it is considered a power-driven vessel, not a sailboat.

Sail vs. Sail

Port tack gives way to starboard tack.

If both on the same tack, the windward boat gives way to the leeward boat.

Trick to remember: “Starboard stands on” (holds course); “Port gives way.”

Overtaking

No matter what type of boat:

The overtaking vessel always gives way—power, sail, or paddle.

Overtake with caution, and always pass on the port (left) side when possible—unless 
otherwise agreed by radio or hand signal.

The Golden Rule

Right-of-way doesn’t mean “go boldly.” It means “be predictable and avoid collisions.”

 Always do what it takes to stay safe and be seen—even if that means giving way 

when technically you shouldn’t have to.



How to Move a Boat (Without Stress)

Sailing

Basic Tips for First-Timers

Feel Before You Steer

Close your eyes. Feel where the wind touches your face. Turn your body like a
weather vane—this builds wind awareness fast.

Trim Your Sails (Don’t Just Set and Forget)

Use this rule: “When in doubt, let it out.”
 If your sail flaps, pull it in. If it’s too tight and your boat slows, let it out slightly.
Adjust until it fills with wind smoothly.

Steer Smoothly

Small tiller or wheel movements make a big difference. Avoid jerky steering—it
throws off the balance and speed.

Look at Tell-Tales (Little Flags on the Sails)

When both tell-tales fly backward smoothly, you’re trimmed right. If one’s
flapping, adjust your sail or angle to the wind.

Practice on a Reach

Stick with a beam reach for your first few outings. It’s forgiving, fast, and gives
you the feel of real sailing with minimal stress.

How to Sail With the Wind

Sailing isn’t about forcing your way forward—it’s about dancing with the wind.

Your sailboat moves by catching the wind at just the right angle. The Points of Sail

diagram on the next page shows you which directions work—and which don’t.



BEAM REACH: 

Fastest and most
comfortable point of
sail. Feels effortless.

CLOSE HAULED:

 Powerful point of sail.
Working with resistace,

requires focus, attention
and sail trim.

CLOSE REACH: 

 Sailing upwind at a
more forgiving

angle. Faster, eased
sails, less strain on
the boat and sailor

BROAD REACH:
 Fastest, most

comfortable and
powerful point of sail.

Wind. over your
shoulder.   

RUNNING:
 

Least amount of heeling
— boat stays upright.

Least amount of control
 the wind is at your

back..

DEAD DOWN WIND:

Quiet. Slowest point of
sail. Boat feels sluggish

and unresponsive.

Points of Sail Diagram



Throttle Control

PF     SF

PR     SR

(PF) PORT THROTTLE FORWARD: 
BOW GOES RIGHT

(PR) PORT THROTTLE REVERSE:
STERN GOES RIGHT

(SF) STARBOARD THROTTLE
FORWARD - BOW GOES LEFT

(SR) STARBOARD THROTTLE
REVERSE - STERN GOES LEFT

Motoring:

Always go slow near docks.
Shift: Neutral → Forward → Neutral →
Reverse
Never shift from full forward to reverse
suddenly.
Look behind before throttling up.

TIP #2
THE DIRECTION THE THROTTLE

HANDLE POINTS TO IS THE DIRECTION

THE BOW AND STERN MOVE

TOWARDS.

TIP #1
ONE ACTION AT A TIME AT IDLE
BACK TO NEUTRAL - WAIT - ASSESS
REPEAT OR FOLLOW ANOTHER ACTION

THROTTLE



The Basic Sailing Knots

BOWLINE: 
One of the most frequently used and important knots on a sailboat. Used to fix a
rope to an object or to create a fixed loop at the end of a line. This knot is easy to
tie and untie but does not slip, jam, or come loose, even under extreme strain.
How To Tie A Bowline

SQUARE KNOT: 
This is a well-loved knot for tying two pieces or ends of line together. If you ever
tied a Scout or Girl Guide neckerchief, then you have tied a reef knot. How To Tie
A Square Knot

FIGURE EIGHT: 
This knot is also called a Stopper Knot and is commonly tied at the end of a line
to prevent it from slipping through a block.  How To Tie A Figure Eight Knot

HALF HITCH:
 A simple knot, used when tying something temporarily but not intended to
support a lot of strain. It is also used to make other knots stronger. A series of
half hitches is often used to secure a dock line on a dinghy. How To Tie A Half
Hitch Knot

CLOVE HITCH: 
A secure knot used to lash a line to an object such as a rail, ring or post. This is
an overlapping knot that is secure and can withstand some parallel force without
slipping. How To Tie A Clove Hitch. 

CLEAT HITCH. 
A Cleat Hitch secures a rope to a cleat. It is deceptively simple to tie but when a
skipper who invites novices to cleat a mooring line they may be astonished and
dismayed by the "creative" (and ineffective) ways this knot is done.  
How To Tie A Cleat Hitch.

Grab a piece of rope and try them out in the videos
following each description

https://www.animatedknots.com/bowline-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/square-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/square-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/figure-8-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/figure-8-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/half-hitch-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/half-hitch-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/half-hitch-knot
https://www.animatedknots.com/clove-hitch-knot-rope-end
https://www.animatedknots.com/clove-hitch-knot-rope-end
https://www.animatedknots.com/clove-hitch-knot-rope-end
https://www.animatedknots.com/cleat-hitch-knot-dock-line
https://www.animatedknots.com/cleat-hitch-knot-dock-line


Brain Boosts + Body Wisdom

Whether you're at the wheel of a powerboat or at the helm of a sailboat, boating
is a full-body, full-brain experience that leaves you sharper, calmer, and more
connected to yourself. It’s not just recreation—it’s restoration.

Brain Gains (Cognitive Fitness on the Water)

Boating wakes up your brain in ways  that everyday life doesn’t:

Executive Function Boost – Decision-making, planning, reacting to changing
conditions—all while staying present.

Spatial + Situational Awareness – You’ll constantly scan your surroundings,
anticipate movement, and respond with precision.

Pattern Recognition – From reading the water and weather to navigating other
vessels, your brain starts seeing connections faster and more intuitively.

You’re not zoning out—you’re zoning in.

Nervous System Reset (Science-Backed Calm)

Water is one of nature’s most powerful stress relievers. When you're on a boat, your
nervous system shifts into the parasympathetic state—the place where:

Your breathing naturally slows down

Your heart rate balances

Stress hormones like cortisol drop

This shift supports better digestion, clearer thinking, emotional regulation, and a sense
of inner peace.

 The water literally helps you reset.

Why Boating is One of the Best Things You Can Do for
Your Mind and Body



Brain Boosts + Body Wisdom

Embodied Awareness (Movement with Meaning)

Boating is physical, but not in a gym kind of way. It builds:

Balance, posture, and core strength as you move with the boat

Reflexes and coordination through docking, line-handling, and vessel control

Confidence in your body as you learn how it interacts with a dynamic environment

Whether you’re stepping onto the dock, steering into a marina, or handling lines, your
movements become more intuitive and connected.

Real-World Resilience Training

Boating develops the kind of mental and emotional resilience that sticks with you:

You practice adapting to change calmly—weather, waves, or wake zones.

You learn to regulate yourself in real-time under pressure.

Every outing grows your confidence, presence, and trust in yourself.

It’s not just about controlling a boat—it’s about leading yourself.

Boating makes you more aware, more present, and more alive. It’s one of the few
activities that truly exercises your body, your brain, and your emotional balance—all at
once.

Why Boating is One of the Best Things You Can Do for
Your Mind and Body



Life Jackets on the Bay

In the SF Bay, we use two types:

What You’ll Wear and Why

Type V – Inflatable Jacket

Lightweight, comfortable, often used by skippers or
advanced students
Must be worn to be legal

Type III – Standard Boating Vest

What you’ll wear for lessons
Comfortable, Coast Guard-approved, easy to
move in

Children under 13 are required to wear a jacket at all times on a moving
vessel.

Cold water shock is real. A life jacket buys you time to breathe and stay in
control.

https://amzn.to/4kdaUzv
https://amzn.to/43yQKZG
https://amzn.to/43yQKZG
https://amzn.to/43yQKZG
https://amzn.to/4kdaUzv
https://amzn.to/4kdaUzv


Prepare for Your Lesson

SF Bay sun + wind = sneaky sunburns and fatigue

Here's what to bring:

Eco-friendly and safe sunscreen (even on cloudy days)
Polarized sunglasses
Hat (wind protection!)
We provide water - easy to get dehydrated on the water
Windbreaker or layered clothing

Why We Limit Lessons to 4–6 Hours:

Because your brain can only absorb so much.

After 4–6 hours:
Retention drops
Decision fatigue sets in
You leave more tired than empowered

Our structure is designed to keep you energized and confident—not
overwhelmed.

Mini Tip: Eat something beforehand. Wind and focus burn more calories
than you’d think.

Body, Brain & Sun Smart



Your Next Step

Why Private Lessons Are Your Power Move

Take our Boating Lesson Questionnaire

Ask about our Summer Lessons Bundle

Schedule a 10-min call to choose the best lesson pack or customize one for

you

Sign up to start your online classroom work before your first lesson

Book your 1st Private Lesson 

Fast-Track Your Skills with Focused Attention

Forget group chaos. With private lessons, it’s just you and the instructor,

tailored to your pace, questions, and learning style. You’ll build real

confidence, fast.

Master the Mindset, Not Just the Mechanics

Boating is mental as much as physical. Private lessons teach you how to think

like a captain—calm under pressure, clear on decisions, and tuned in to your

environment.

Get Hands-On Time (That Sticks)

Nothing replaces real time at the helm. You’ll dock, steer, anchor, and handle

lines yourself, with expert guidance until it becomes second nature.

Learn Exactly What You Need To Excel

Want to conquer docking anxiety? Learn to navigate confidently? Prep for a

rental trip or future boat ownership? We customize every lesson to your goals.

Feel Safer, Stronger, and Freer

The more you know, the more you enjoy. Private lessons remove fear and

replace it with freedom, fun, and real-world confidence on the water.

Plan Your Custom Training With Us



Your Next Step

Why Private Lessons Are Your Power Move

Take our Boating Lesson Questionnaire

Ask about our Summer Lessons Bundle

Schedule a call to choose the best lesson pack or customize one for you

Join now and start your online classroom work before your first lesson

Book your 1st Private Lesson 

Fast-Track Your Skills with Focused Attention

Forget group chaos. With private lessons, it’s just you and the instructor,

tailored to your pace, questions, and learning style. You’ll build real

confidence, fast.

Master the Mindset, Not Just the Mechanics

Boating is mental as much as physical. Private lessons teach you how to think

like a captain—calm under pressure, clear on decisions, and tuned in to your

environment.

Get Hands-On Time (That Sticks)

Nothing replaces real time at the helm. You’ll dock, steer, anchor, and handle

lines yourself, with expert guidance until it becomes second nature.

Learn Exactly What You Need To Excel

Want to conquer docking anxiety? Learn to navigate confidently? Prep for a

rental trip or future boat ownership? We customize every lesson to your goals.

Feel Safer, Stronger, and Freer

The more you know, the more you enjoy. Private lessons remove fear and

replace it with freedom, fun, and real-world confidence on the water.

Plan Your Custom Training With Us

We’ll meet you exactly where you are—no overwhelm, no wasted weekends, just
calm confidence.

Visit Our Lesson Offerings

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSe5ijpTH5reUIxnouB-3zSAmav3pFMwjSNqtE7_DzD9dhgP5A/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://info.passagenautical.com/meetings/deb7/phone-consult
https://passagenautical.com/boating-lessons/

