
INTRO TO TEACHING 
AND MENTORING
Your guide to being an effective instructor and mentor

By Garth Drake



WHAT 
MAKES A 

GREAT 
INSTRUCTOR/ 

MENTOR?

Being a great teacher isn't easy. In fact, it might be one 
of the hardest things to do. In our industry we constantly 
see things like "Real Industry Pro Instructors", and it's a 
great sell. Who wouldn't want to be trained by 
someone who's an actual professional. The problem is, 
just because one is a pro does not automatically make 
them an effective teacher. Most find this out the hard 
way, unfortunately.

A great teacher is knowledgeable and experienced 
and who can communicate this wealth effectively to 
the student. Sounds simple, right? It's not, but we'll 
explore what works, what doesn't, and how you can 
become a great instructor/ mentor with a simple, 
effective approach.



WHAT 
MAKES A 

GREAT 
INSTRUCTOR/ 

MENTOR?

Personally, I learned everything I know about teaching 
through coaching various sports. In my experience, traditional 
classroom teaching is more 'hands-off', with lectures, 
demonstrations and usually to a group. This can be an 
effective method, if- and that's a big if, the student has 
absorbed the information. Even then it becomes more about 
recording notes or using memory and after a while the 
information just doesn't translate as it did within that live 
setting.

Coaching however, is more "hands-on", with much more of an 
individual approach, one-on-one. At least, that's how I like to 
coach. They say that animation, like acting really can’t be 
taught. And perhaps that's true. Animation is something that is 
brought out of someone rather than simply learned and 
applied. It's an expression, like an athlete's performance and 
maybe that's why I've found my coaching tactics to be so 
effective with teaching character animation.

There are a few philosophies I stick with when teaching so let's 
go over them.



THERE ARE 
ONLY 

FUNDAMENTALS

When it comes to learning animation, as with any 
sought-after skill, there are only fundamentals. There are 
no 'tricks of the trade' or short-cuts that will progress you 
faster than mastering the fundamentals. This is where 
most animation schools around the world fail, as they 
teach the software and wow potential students with 
visual eye candy. And teach nothing. Strong 
fundamentals allow for an equally strong foundation of 
animation when it comes to producing a shot or a 
sequence. Approach is everything, from planning to 
execution, if one's fundamentals are strong and all of 
the principles are utilized, the chances of success are 
great.

“If you spend too much time learning the tricks of the trade, you 
may not learn the trade. There are no shortcuts. If you’re working 
on finding a short cut, the easy way, you’re not working hard 
enough on the fundamentals. You may get away with it for a 
spell, but there is no substitute for the basics. And the first basic is 
good, old-fashioned hard work."

-John Wooden, Legendary NCAA basketball coach



REPETITION IS THE 
MOTHER OF SKILL

To be good at anything you must practice. The best of the best at 
anything don't owe their skills to 'God-given gifts'. They tirelessly work 

and work to achieve perfection. They never get it but trying achieve it 
will always land you closer than simply attempting to be 'good'. Shoot 

big, Dream Big, push yourself- these are the things as instructors and 

mentors that we like to communicate to our students. Practice, 
practice, practice and the skills will improve.

No one was ever blessed by God with skill. They were blessed with the 

passion to pursue a skill and the commitment to achieve it. If a person 
is a good artist people will generally say his or her skills are a 'gift'. 

What they don't realize is that it's a gift that person gave themselves 

thanks to all the constant hard work they put in to achieve those skills.



SKILL + 
PERSONAL 

EXPRESSION = 
ART

The formula for fine art is simple; it's a combination of 

acquired skill and personal expression. Learning the 
fundamental skills are just half of the equation, without the 

artist's personal expression combined with the skill, what 

do you have? Very little.

This is what we as animators attempt to achieve, 

ultimately. The ability to use these skills we've honed to 

bring characters to life, to bring about fine performance 

to evoke legitimate emotion from the audience. It 
obviously takes time, but experience is everything. With 

every exercise and project our students become better 

and better at producing professional quality animation, 

but it's the fundamental approach of developing skills and 

learning how to bring about great performances through 
expression that allows it to happen.



YOUR JOB AS 
A ROCKET 

SKY MENTOR

Your job as a Rocket Sky mentor is simple; using your own 
skills and experience, help a new Rocket Sky student to 
improve their animated exercise or project. Remember, 
we work within a 'Simulated Production Environment', so 
put yourself into the role as a Director or Supervising 
Animator and critique the student's work in order to get 
the most out of the student's efforts to help them produce 
the best shot they can.

Now for the process...



THE PROCESS

You will be assigned an animator's submitted exercise or project. You 
will review the shot while recording your feedback. Here are some 
guidelines to ensure the best possible communication.

1. Make sure you have a proper recording software and your microphone is 
recording properly. Look to our resources for software.

2. Rev iew the file and make notes for rev isions before recording your 
feedback.

3. When recording, greet the student as if you already know them, make sure 
you have a handle on the small details, like, If you aren't sure of the proper 
pronunciation of a new student's name, just ask Garth or admissions.

4. Always begin with a compliment, find something very positive and start with 
that. Then you can address the points that you feel if rev ised, will greatly 
improve the animation.

5. Keep it very simple and be very specific. Remember, new students don't 
know what you know, they don't have your experience. You remember 
what you were like when you first began to submit files for rev iew so have 
that consideration. This will allow for a much simpler and effective 
communication.

6. Once you have recorded your feedback, save the file in the directory 
assigned to you and SHARE the file to submissions@rocketsky.ca, and 
message Garth to let him know your FEEDBACK is ready to submit to the 
student.

7. Be prepared to continue the process until you feel the exercise/ project is 
approved.

mailto:submissions@rocketsky.ca


THE RESULTS

There are many benefits to this exercise in mentoring.

1. You help a student improve their skills through this process.

2. You develop a strong report with the students you assist.

3. You learn when you teach. This is something that most don't 
know about the act of teaching and mentoring. You learn so 
much from this process that not only do you help someone else 
improve, your work dramatically improves, as well.

You're now ready to begin your mentoring. If you have 
any questions or concerns, ask away! And don't be 
nervous, jump right in as though you're in a classroom 
and you've noticed something that you can assist 
someone with.

And have fun. Remember; it's animation.


