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“No Trust – No Beginning; No Fun – No Return; No Challenge – No Continuation”:  The History of the Ropes Challenge Course

There is ample evidence supporting the need to teach students to work together, giving and receiving information, offering support and encouragement, negotiating conflict, demonstrating leadership, and learning to communicate effectively.  However, simply placing students in groups and imploring them to cooperate is not enough.  Students require specific skills to negotiate their way through group processing.  No matter what we teach, it is important that students be fluent with the content such as to discuss, analyze, critique, and support their ideas.   They must be able to hear different points of view and integrate multiple perspectives.  Working in teams may even be considered acculturation as each member adapts to the cultures of all group members.  There is virtually no job in the 21st Century that is performed in isolation.  “Group creativity is all about producing new, useful knowledge or innovations.  Innovation is the embodiment, combination, and/or synthesis of knowledge in novel, relevant, valued new products, processes, or services.” (Leonard/Swap, 1999)  A creative, exciting, challenging approach to teamwork is the “Ropes” or “Challenge” course that can be used in the classroom or on a course.  By exploring the history and elements of the Ropes Course, anyone can see how the program is customized to encourage and enhance personal growth and team building.

Adventure Education (AE) and Experiential Education (EE) programs have been present in the United States since 1963 through the first Outward Bound USA.  This style of education or “learning by doing” was the underlying education method for long Outward Bound expeditions in the outdoors, which resulted in increased self-esteem, awareness, motivation, self value, problem solving abilities, communication skills, conflict resolution, leadership abilities, and increased morale for individuals that comprised the expedition groups.  AE and EE activities during these programs included backpacking, sailing, camping, rock climbing, mountaineering, canoeing, rafting, obstacle courses, and psychological barriers.  These activities were used to create artificial stresses and challenges to help participants gain an increase in their self perception and abilities.  Over the years, studies have been performed that have documented these benefits.  Many of the practices and procedures utilized in these expeditions came from Paul Petzoldt, who participants consider the father of mountaineering.  
While outdoor adventure and experiential education were escalating in the early 1970’s, the first ropes course companies were formed.  Project Adventure and Treeline were two of the very first.  Project Adventure is best known for Karl Rohnke and the many contributions he made to the ropes challenge course industry.  These two companies and a handful of others started the next step in the growth in the Experiential Education profession by designing and building military-type obstacle courses for physical education departments, camps and adventure programs.  A challenge course, sometimes referred to as a ropes course, is a series of low and high activities referred to as elements.  These courses were constructed of wood, rope, wire cable, trees, and utility poles.  These elements are designed to challenge participants to optimize their individual and group resources.  Success depends largely on the level of individual commitment, team support, and performance.  Through action, reflection and discussion, participants develop an awareness of the importance of each group member’s unique qualities.

The low course consists of ground based elements, which develop a foundation of skills related to communication, trust, leadership, teamwork and problem solving.  Some of the low elements included in a course are All Aboard, Triangle Tension Traverse, Islands, Nitro Crossing, Spider’s Web, TP Shuffle, Trolleys, Trust Fall, The Wall, Wild Woozy, Low Tension Traverse, and Mohawk Walk/Traverse.  Attachment A, taken from the South Plains College Challenge Course Manual, contains descriptions of each of these elements. The high course is a dynamic environment which challenges individuals and builds self-confidence.  Under the supervision of trained staff, and aided by group support, participants negotiate high elements that vary from 20 to 50 feet in height.  Some examples of such elements include the Cat Walk, Pamper Pole, Two Line Bridge, Commando Crawl, and Dangle Duo.  See Attachment B from the South Plains College Challenge Course Manual for descriptions of these elements.  In the case of both low and high elements, training and safety precautions must be in place.  
In the 1970’s and the 1980’s Ropes courses grew in popularity and program development.  In the 1980’s entrepreneurs began to offer AE and EE programs to corporations as a means to motivate employees and increase productivity.  The ropes course construction, design, inspection, and installation practices have also come into their own.  In 1993, the creation of the first trade organization was created by a handful of builders from some of the first ropes challenge course companies as a way to set minimum installation guidelines for course construction.  In 2003, the Professional Ropes Course Association (PRCA) was created to represent the entire ropes course industry. PRCA develops user friendly standards, ropes course documents, and defines documents and outlines the construction/operational practices for the ropes challenge course industry.  These standards may be used for course evaluations, insurance criteria, and professional development.  PRCA will also provide ongoing development of operational, construction, inspection, vendor accreditation, and training standards for the course industry.
While adventure industry associations continue to define and grow professional competencies, expectations for staff, ethical and professional practices for conduct, it is important to remember that these associations and many ropes course vendors are teaching only skill sets.  A skill set in itself is not enough to develop a qualified and competent leader on a ropes course.  A leader needs to have the critical skill of judgment that comes from a multitude of cross disciplinary training experiences.  This is where communication studies experts can assist.  An effective leader needs not only technical abilities, but the balance of the equation which includes interpersonal communication and the ability to facilitate group dynamics as well.
Every instructor who has tried team projects will testify that the quality of team performance varies widely.  Simply assigning a group report or other projects does not guarantee that the members of the teams will exchange ideas and share responsibility.  Meyers and Jones, in their 1993 study of college-level instructional strategies, suggest that for cooperative learning to take place, an activity must exhibit the following five features:

· A sense of interdependence among team members

· Accountability of individual students to both team and instructor

· Frequent face-to-face interaction to promote team goals

· Development of social skills needed for collaboration, and 

· Critical analysis of group processes.

The Ropes Challenge course demands all five of these features with a fresh, creative flare.

Additionally, establishing a climate in which students feel comfortable and safe with one another is an additional consideration for the instructor.   According to Johnson, et al. (1991) faculty must also be prepared to do the following:

· Clearly specify the objectives for the class or project.

· Make decisions about placing students in teams before the project begins.

· Clearly explain the task and goal structure to the students.

· Monitor the effectiveness of the teams and intervene to provide task assistance such as answering questions or to increase students’ interpersonal and group skills.

· Evaluate students’ achievement and help students discuss how they collaborated with one another.

Rohnke (1984) suggests that instructors and students alike should remember: “No trust – No beginning; No fun – No return; and No challenge – No continuation.” (p. 10) Once again, if the course, personnel, instructors, and participants follow the PRCA guidelines – safety and personal growth are guaranteed.   The mission of the challenge course is to provide an experiential learning environment that is fun and safe for students, faculty, staff, and community.  Explore the options of experiential learning offered by a Ropes Challenge Course – then “Swing with it”!
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Attachment A
Low Element Guide
All Aboard

Square wooden platforms of various sizes (3’x 3’, 2’x 2’, or 1’x 1’) built on 4’x 4’s for transportability.

Task:

For all members of the group to stand with all feet of the ground for a elected length of time.

Variations of the Task:

Each member must have one foot and one elbow touching the platform.

Each member must keep both feet on the platform.  

Discuss strategy, then attempt in silence.

Selected length of time to have feet off the ground – may be a song sung by the group.

Sequencing beginning with larger to smaller platform(s).

Triangle Tension Traverse

A series of three cables strung tautly to form a triangle.  One or two static (hawserlaid) ropes are attached to the support tree or pole at the apex of the triangle, either separately or connected at the same point, to provide a tension rope for traversing the element.  This attachment may be constructed on a suspended cable or directly into a bolt in the tree or pole.

Task:

For one or two participants to traverse around the triangle using the tension rope as support.

Variations of the Task:

Groups are given a metaphor for the crossing.

Two participants may be challenged to pass in the center of the backside of the triangle.

Participants are challenged by having both of their ropes connected at the same attachment.

Islands – most difficult (easily can set the group up for failure)
Two platforms approximately 4’ square and three boards of varying lengths (4’, 4½’, 5’).  Two platforms are spaced approximately eight feet apart.

Task:

For the group to make and cross a bridge, which covers the entire expanse from the first platform to the second platform, using the three boards.  If any board or group member touches the areas surrounding and in-between the platforms, the group returns to the starting point to begin again.  Once the entire group is on the second platform, the boards must be retrieved and brought onto the second platform.

Variations of the Task:

Require only the person who touches the ground to return to the first platform.

Allow the group to let the boards touch the ground.

Time limit given to the group.  (Be sure the group does not forget safety in the hurry to finish.)

Nitro Crossing (Prouty’s Landing)

A swinging rope suspended from a cable.  Barriers or “trip wires” may be placed at the beginning and end of the area to be crossed (usually about a foot off the ground).  The rope used is longer than necessary, reaches the group, and may or may not have a loop tied at the participant end.

Task:

The group must obtain the rope using any resources found within the group.  Members must then cross the area, without touching the ground or the markers.  At some point, the group must also carry a can of “Nitro” (usually water) across the pit without spilling a drop.  If a boundary is crossed, or Nitro is spilled, the whole group must begin again.  If a person touches the ground, only that person must return.

Variations of the Task:

If any member touches the ground, everyone must return.

Free passage for a set number of individuals.

Nitro is optional.

If any member touches the ground, everyone returns and something exciting and wonderful will happen.

Spider’s Web

A web constructed from bungee cord and rope, suspended between two poles.  The top of the web should be no more than 7 feet in height and should be made up of 14-18 open web sections.

Task:

To pass each member of the group through the web without allowing any portion of the body to touch the web.  Once a member uses an opening, that section is closed to further passage.  If any person touches the web, everyone who has come across must return to the original side and start over.

Variations of the Task:

Only the person who touches the web must return to the other side.

Complete the task within a time limit.

Limited number of free passes.

A hole will close if it is touched or if a person/object has passed completely through the hole.

TP Shuffle

A 25’ section of telephone pole is bolted atop two notched log cross pieces.  Average height is 12” to 24” to the top of the log.

Tasks:

Entire group assembles on the log after instructions have been provided.  The task is then for the group to realign themselves according to criteria assigned by facilitator.  Participants may not step off the log until the task is completed or otherwise instructed by the facilitator.

Variations of the Task:

Have group divide, starting at opposite ends of the log, have them pass one another.

Arrange by shoe size, height, birth date/month, alphabetically by name.

Complete the task in silence with the option of one “time out” in which the group can step off the log and talk.

Individual challenge is to walk log with entire group spotting.

Trolleys

Two 4”x 4”’s available in three lengths depending upon the size of the group.  The 4”x 4”’s have equal number of 4’ ropes inserted in the boards 12” apart.

Task:

To have the group walk a prescribed course, staying on the trolleys.  Facilitator may use a metaphor for the task.

Variations of the Task:

Blindfold part of the group.

Alternate people facing from and back.

Ropes may be “instantly biodegradable” and “disintegrate” upon contact with the ground.

Trust Fall

A platform bolted to a pole at a height of about 4’ from which participants fall back into the arms of group members.  Requires a minimum of one person falling and eight people catching.

Task:

For the group to catch member falling backwards from the platform.

Variations of the Task:

Member may lie on ground underneath the arms of the group to watch the falling participant.

The Wall

An 8-12’ high obstacle with one side blank (side to be climbed).  The other side has a platform to stand on and a means of descent (rope or ladder).

Task:

For the entire group to pass safely over the wall without using outside props.  The group may have 2-3 people on top of the wall to assist person ascending.  Once a group member has gone over the wall, they may return to the other side to spot only, not assist, the remaining participants.

Variations of the Task:

Limit the number of participants required to cross to complete the activity (group goal).

Provide a set of “magic wings” for the group to use at their discretion, or at your own.

Wild Woozy

A pair of cables, which are set up so that they diverge from the same support and are connected on the far end to two separate, supports approximately 12’ apart.

Task:

For two participants to walk out along opposing sides of a V-shaped cable, leaning inward, support each other until they can no longer balance together on the cable.

Variations of the Task:

Establish a goal.

Try to return to the beginning.

Make a group goal by adding together total length traversed.

Low Tension Traverse

A low element constructed of a tautly strung cable, 10-25 feet in length, with a suspended static rope attached on a support pole/tree at one end (usually attached by a suspended cable).  May be part of another element, such as, the triangle tension traverse or Mohawk Walk.

Task:

To traverse the cable utilizing the suspended rope for support.

Variations of the Task:

If someone falls or steps off, all must return to beginning.  Alternate:  Only the person who stepped off returns.

Mohawk Walk/Traverse

A series of cables one to two feet off the ground, strung between poles.  Number and length of cables may vary.  Each section may have a variation of other challenges such as a Multivine or Tension Traverse.

Task:

For the whole group to traverse the entire length of the series of cables without falling or stepping off the cable.
                                           Attachment B

High Element Guide
Cat Walk
A high element constructed of a pole or log horizontally positioned between two poles with a belay cable running parallel to and above the log.

Task:

To climb up to and traverse a horizontal log.

Variations of the Task:

Two climbers may attempt to pass each other in the middle of the log.

Blindfolded

Backwards

Pamper Pole

A high element constructed of a free standing pole and a cable with a trapeze suspended from it 5 to 9 feet from the Pamper Pole.  The belay rope should run through a Shear Reduction Block or equivalent shear-reducing pulley system and through a Just-Rite Descender on the ground.

Task:

To climb to the top of the Pamper Pole, stand on top, and to jump out to catch the trapeze (or any part of these) suspended from a cable.

Two Line Bridge

A high element constructed of two parallel cables horizontally strung between poles, approximately 4-4½ feet apart.  A belay cable runs above and parallel to the two element cables.

Task:

To cross from one side of the element to the other using the hand and foot cables.

Commando Crawl

A large diameter static hawser laid rope connected at an oblique angle between two support poles or trees, usually underneath a high element.  A prusik knot at one end can adjust the tautness of the rope.  

Task:

For a participant to get on the rope and crawl up to the rope using hands, feet, and body for balance.

Variations of the Task:

A front or back clip-in may be used on this element depending on how the participant wants to attempt to traverse, i.e. on top of rope or underneath the rope.

Dangle Duo

A large vertical dangling ladder constructed of 4”x 4”’s suspended by cable to form rungs, varying in distance from 4-5 feet apart.

Task:

For two participants to climb the ladder together on separate belays.  Cooperation, communication, and problem solving as a duo are additional challenges beyond the physical challenge.  Use of the support/side cables and the climber’s rope is discouraged.

Variations of the Task:

A Rosa Gold pulley or equivalent may be used, but is not necessary due to minimal traverse movement on this element; two steel carabiners are adequate.

