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CHAPTER 4

Pedagogy: The Art of Teaching

As climbing instructors, it’s easy to get focused on the technical aspects of the job: A cam goes here, a rope goes there, a belay works like this, a lower works like that, and so forth. When we’re with other instructors, we tend to talk about how to run a program at a given crag or how to deal with a certain technical situation. Indeed, our students come to us in part because we’re experts in the technical aspects of climbing, but that’s not the main reason why they climb with us.

They climb with us because they want to learn.

Musicians, actors, writers, painters, and photographers are artists. They spend years refining every aspect of their craft, becoming better as each day marches by. After decades of criticism and self-assessment, these people become masters.

Pedagogy is the art of teaching. And like the musician or the painter, one must dedicate time and energy to the art in order to become a master.

This chapter provides an introduction to the art of teaching as it pertains to climbing. But this is only an introduction, and it is recommended that aspiring instructors seek out other resources—both master-level instructor mentors and written materials on educational theory and technique—to continue moving personal development toward mastery.


Learning Styles

Effective instructors not only demonstrate a wealth of knowledge and expertise but also are able to convey information about what they know in a way that others can readily comprehend, understand, remember, and then go out and use themselves.

When teaching a figure eight follow-through knot to a group of six novices, something like this typically happens: About half the group gets it right the first time, two people get it right after a few tries, and one person just can’t get it right even after multiple tries. Why is this? People have different learning styles, and it is usually not a question of intelligence, but rather a problem with the way the information is being presented that does not suit their particular learning style. Often, taking a different approach with the presentation of the information will help in comprehension and retention.

One theory of learning styles commonly employed by outdoor educators and presented here is based on New Zealand educator Neil Fleming’s VAK model. There are a number of different theories out there, but this one is a good introduction to the concept of how people learn.

According to the theory, the three main learning styles are visual, auditory (verbal), and kinesthetic (VAK). And although most people embody some combination of different learning styles, one is usually predominant. Predominance may be dictated by the day and by outside factors, so a student may learn more effectively through one style or another on different occasions.

Visual learners pick up information most effectively by reading the written word and viewing photos or illustrations. They need to see it to learn it. This group represents the highest percentage of the population (roughly 65 percent), and they learn most effectively from written communication. Visual learners think in pictures and words. They prefer their information presented in a written format as opposed to the spoken word and usually prefer to take detailed notes when presented with verbal information. They can have difficulty with spoken directions. For example, a verbal description of how to get to some place is likely ineffective to them, but a written description along with a map would prove useful. For this group, charts, diagrams, graphs, and visual schematics are highly effective. When teaching a knot to this group, a verbal description is of little help, but presenting the sequence of tying the knot like a schematic diagram, with step 1, step 2, and so forth, may prove more successful.


[image: fig_25_1.jpg]
Learning knots at Joshua Tree National Park, California.



Auditory, or verbal, learners represent another large segment of the population (around 30 percent) and learn most effectively from the spoken


Educational Theories

The VAK model is just one of dozens of educational theories. It is presented here as a baseline because it’s an accessible entry point to pedagogy in outdoor instruction. In a Single Pitch Instructor program, it is not possible to cover the depth of theory that might be covered in a bachelor’s, graduate, or PhD educational degree program.

Those who wish to understand more complicated concepts should start with the notion that all of the ideas about how we learn can be linked back to three overriding educational theories: behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism. The following are simple definitions of these theories:

Behaviorism: Knowledge is independent of the student. The student’s mind is an empty vessel to be filled with knowledge. As interaction, stimulus, and new associations take place, the student learns.

Cognitivism: Students learn through the processing of information. Instead of responding to outside stimulus, the student thinks about what they learn and makes connections. As they receive input, they reorganize old information and update their knowledge base.

Constructivism: Students retain new information and construct new ideas based on their previous knowledge and experience. Students update their previous understanding and misconceptions of a topic with new information. This theory leans into the idea that learning is unique to the student and therefore the instructor must constantly check in to ensure that student baseline knowledge is being updated.

Leaders in educational theory like Benjamin Bloom, Anita Harrow, Robert Mills Gagné, Jerome Bruner, and Howard Gardner have all developed learning models and taxonomies within the preceding structure that a climbing instructor could use to be more effective. It is strongly encouraged that those who wish to become master instructors study these individuals and their theories.



word. They need to hear it to learn it. This group is composed of the most sophisticated speakers, and they relate most effectively to spoken words. They are good listeners and will listen attentively to a verbal presentation and take notes afterward. They benefit from hearing lectures and participating in group discussions. They prefer their information presented in a verbal format, and for them information is not tangible unless it is spoken. They can have difficulty with written directions.

Another, much smaller, percentage of people are kinesthetic learners, who learn by doing, by getting the feel and tactile sensation of performing the steps required to learn a task. They are usually gifted athletes and can learn a knot just by seeing it tied and then tying it once or twice. Kinesthetic learners prefer hands-on learning and can appear slow if information is not presented to them in a style that suits their learning method.

Most people learn most effectively by watching, doing, and reflecting on a particular technique. Around 450 BC, the great Chinese philosopher Confucius said, “Tell me and I will forget; show me and I may remember; involve me and I will understand.” Various research studies point to the fact that people remember best by watching a demonstration, having a discussion, practicing the skill, and then teaching it to others. Military trainers use the EDIP principle (explain, demonstrate, imitate, practice).

When teaching climbing techniques, the climbing instructor should present the topic in a way that most broadly targets all the differing learning styles. The approach can be simple:


	Describe/Tell (auditory or verbal)

	Demonstrate/Show (visual)

	Discuss (auditory)

	Do (kinesthetic)

	Debrief (may use a variety of techniques)



Using this approach, here is an example of how to teach an abstract concept, such as a complicated knot:


	Describe/Tell: Verbally describe the steps to tie the knot.

	Demonstrate/Show: Show the knot. Facing in the same direction as the person being taught is helpful.

	Discuss: Talk about any elements that need to be discussed.

	Do: Have the student practice tying the knot.

	Debrief: Discuss what the student learned. Discuss how to do it better next time.



This is the basic approach, although there are additional teaching methods that will help in memory retention and learning—namely, imagery and mnemonic devices. An example of using imagery when teaching the bowline knot: “The snake comes up through the hole, around the tree, and back down through the hole.” Attaching a verbal image of an animal or thing is one of the most effective ways to remember an abstract concept.

Mnemonic devices are another form of memory aid. The most common one is the acronym. The military is big on acronyms, like IED (improvised explosive device), SOTG (Special Operations Training Group), and so on. In teaching climbing, some common acronyms are ABC (anchor, belayer, climber) and BARCK (buckle, anchor, rope, carabiner, knot).

To most effectively teach climbing techniques, it’s best to start with an approach that presents the information for a broad range of learning styles, and then try to identify each person’s particular learning style in order to aim directly at his or her individual style. If someone is not getting the information, change the approach and present it another way. Use imagery and mnemonics to help students remember key principles (like safety checks or anchoring fundamentals), and chances are they will retain these key concepts throughout their climbing lifetime.




Lesson Planning

Many climbing instructors are natural-born teachers. But even the best teachers do a better job when they have a structure to work within. Creating concrete unit and lesson plans provides that structure.

Remember when you were in high school and there was a unit on the Civil War or on Romeo and Juliet? And remember when during that unit, you studied the Battle of Gettysburg or Shakespearean language? These were individual lessons inside of a larger learning arc, an arc that is referred to as a unit.

In rock climbing instruction, a unit could cover something as vast as anchor building, while an individual lesson within that unit might cover something like placing a cam. In other words, a lesson is a bite-size piece of a unit, and multiple lessons combine to provide the knowledge required to complete a unit.


Student-Learning Objective

The student-learning objective is the overriding goal of the lesson or unit—that is, what students should be able to show after they have received instruction.

Examples of student-learning objectives for units and individual lessons include the following:

Unit Objectives


	Students will demonstrate an ability to pass a climbing gym test.

	Students will demonstrate an ability to build an anchor.

	Students will demonstrate an ability to set up a toprope.



Lesson Objectives


	Students will demonstrate an ability to tie a figure eight follow-through.

	Students will demonstrate an ability to belay effectively.

	Students will demonstrate an ability to use appropriate climbing commands.



Please note that each of the preceding sentences starts with “Students will demonstrate an ability to …” It’s incredibly important for every learning objective to start with this statement, because it provides a concrete goal that can be measured.

In a lesson plan, start with the student-learning objective, work into the specifics, and then culminate in an evaluation. There are many examples of lesson plans out there, but they all start with a learning objective and finish with an evaluation. Following is a simple outline of a lesson plan and how each part of the lesson functions:

Student-Learning Objective: “Students will demonstrate an ability to …”


	Set—Preparation for what the students are about to learn. It could be a complex and creative opening or a very simple “This is what you’re going to learn today.”

	Input—The actual teaching of the lesson.

	Guided practice—Working with the students until they achieve mastery.

	Evaluation—Evaluating whether the student has learned the requisite material.



Many instructors do a very good job of identifying a learning objective, setting up a lesson, teaching it, and practicing a skill, but they often don’t evaluate students when they’re done. Evaluation is just as important as any other part of the lesson.

Following is a sample plan for a knot-tying lesson:

Student-Learning Objective: Students will demonstrate an ability to tie a figure eight follow-through.


	Set—Explain to students that this is one of the most important knots they will learn. They will need this knot to tie into the rope, and if they want to join a climbing gym, they will be tested on it.

	Input—Demonstrate how to tie the knot. With certain populations, you might choose to use a mnemonic (a memory trick) to help the students remember.

	Guided practice—Practice the knot with the students.

	Evaluation—Have all the students show that they know how to tie the knot.



Many less effective climbing instructors don’t take the time to build lesson plans. The result is that they learn how to teach through an organic process of trial and error, which is terrible for the students who are forced to work with an instructor on an error day.

A review of the day with input from the students provides valuable feedback from their perspective of how they perceived an instructor’s presentation of the topics. This allows the instructor to improve and modify the approach for the next time. Getting feedback from students is key to becoming a better instructor.


Single Pitch Instructor Sample Lesson Plan

Lesson Title:
Timeframe: Overall timeframe for the lesson:

Student-Learning Objective: Students will demonstrate an ability to …

Audience: Brief description of the audience including age, skill level, limitation, etc.

Prerequisites: List any prerequisite training or skills.

Lesson Location and Special Notes: Identify where the lesson will take place. Have a backup plan in place if the first location is being used. Add reminders such as equipment needs, classroom prep, and “don’t forget” notes.





	Time
	Materials
	
	





	____min
	Set: Prep the students for what they are going to learn.
	
	



	____min
	Input: Provide the content of the lesson.
	
	



	____min
	Guided Practice: Work with the students to achieve mastery.
	
	



	____min
	Evaluation: Test the students on their mastery of the subject.
	
	



	Does the l
	esson reach multiple learning styles?
	Yes
	No










Instructors new to lesson plans should photocopy this sample plan and fill it out for each lesson they intend to teach.

The best teachers prepare lesson plans on paper ahead of time and then continue to tweak them over a period of months and years. They use a structured approach through student feedback and self-assessment and keep track of what works and what doesn’t work. They make note of all student-learning objectives and do their best to ensure that their students achieve those objectives.

Master teachers don’t just appear out of the woodwork. They work hard every day to be the best.






Teaching Strategies

Climbing instructors employ a series of strategies and techniques that assist their students in overall lesson and unit retention. The following is not an exhaustive list of teaching strategies, but rather a basic list of things one can do to increase student retention. High-level teachers will blend several techniques together in every lesson.



[image: fig_30_1.jpg]
Anchor rigging session during AMGA Single Pitch Instructor course at Joshua Tree National Park, California.




Scaffolding

Unit and lesson plans should be designed on top of one another. Start with basic information and then build more advanced material on top. Every time something more advanced is added, revisit the basics. This process ensures competency at all levels.




Preparatory Assignments

Prior to the start of a program, students receive videos, articles, recordings, or books that will help them prepare for the material to be covered.




Visual Aids

Visual aids could include the use of a whiteboard, photos, video content, books, handouts, or any other aid that will help students visually conceptualize the content of a lesson.




Demonstration

An instructor shows the students how to do something. This is usually part of a lesson’s input.




Lecture-Based Learning

This is the classic instructor-at-the-front-of-the-class scenario. The instructor tells the students what they need to know. This technique should be blended with others whenever possible.




Guided Discussion

The instructor allows students to discuss a topic in a guided way. They provide input as the discussion progresses to increase student knowledge and retention.




Feedback

Most instructors will organically provide feedback on student tasks. It’s important never to overwhelm a student with feedback; instead, have them focus on one or two things every time they practice a technique.




Evaluation

When a student is being evaluated, they are being judged against something tangible. For example, did the student do well enough to move on to the next class? Is this anchor good enough for a team? Evaluation is often followed by feedback, with the intent of providing the student with what they need to be successful next time.




Socratic Questioning

Instructors ask students questions that require them to think critically about the topic. A back-and-forth conversation between the instructor and the student can lead the student to a deeper level of comprehension.




Role Modeling

Students pay very close attention to how their instructor completes tasks. Awareness and intentionality on the instructor’s part can increase student comprehension. This is different from a demonstration, as it is ongoing throughout the entire period that an instructor is with their students.




Speaker-Listener

Ask students to repeat key points of a lesson. Some instructors guide students back through a lesson, asking them to state the key points by using verbal prompts. Other




Stories and Examples





Peer Teaching and/or Assessment





Gamification





Role Playing





Coaching and Drilling





Teachable Moments





Mnemonics





Group Problem-Solving





Allowing Students to Make Mistakes





Note Taking





Experiential Activity





Anchoring Activity





Debriefing







Teaching Climbing Movement





Bipeds Becoming Quadrupeds








Terrain-Specific Movement






Teaching Strong Climbers















CHAPTER 13

Basic Assistance and Rescue Skills

One of the many reasons a student elects to take a course from a certified climbing instructor is that there is an unwritten agreement between the instructor and the student. The agreement is that if the student gets into trouble on the course, the instructor will be there to help the student get back out of trouble.

Certainly the word trouble could mean many different things. Examples include anything from forgetting one’s water bottle in the car to suffering an injury. From a technical perspective in a single pitch environment, trouble commonly means that an individual is stuck somehow on a route. Following are several ways to get people unstuck and out of trouble.


Assistance from the Base

The first step in any assist scenario is to seek out the nontechnical solution. Coaching, encouraging, directing, or allowing gravity to take over is more efficient and exposes both the instructor and the student to fewer risks. When it becomes apparent that a nontechnical solution will not resolve the problem, it is time to incorporate more advanced techniques.

The basic assist skills presented below are most easily accomplished with an ABD, like a Grigri, and it is recommended that an ABD be used for belaying from both the base and the top of the cliff, as it streamlines and facilitates these assist techniques. It is the right tool for the job and worth every extra ounce that it weighs over a traditional belay device. It is recommended that instructors learn the climber pickoff and the 3:1 raising system with a Grigri before trying it without one.


The Climber Pickoff

The “climber pickoff” is essentially the same technique used by the belayer to rescue a fallen lead climber who is injured and can’t be lowered. The difference in a toprope situation is that there is a solid anchor system, not just the one piece of gear that held the leader’s fall.

The climber pickoff utilizes a counterbalance ascension and rappel technique and requires minimal equipment. Basically the instructor ascends the rope to the climber and then rappels down with them.

All that is needed is the following equipment:


	1 double-length (48-inch) sling

	1 locking carabiner

	1 prusik cord (6mm or 7mm soft nylon cord, 4 feet long, tied into a sling with a double fisherman’s knot; there are also commercially made slings, like the Sterling HollowBlock)



When belaying with a Grigri, follow these steps:


	Start by tying a backup knot (overhand loop) on the brake strand side of the Grigri.

	Tie a friction hitch (klemheist or prusik) with the prusik cord on the load strand going up to the climber, and attach the double-length sling to it with a locking carabiner.

	Ascend the rope by sliding the friction hitch up, so that when the foot is placed in the sling, the knee is bent at a 90-degree angle. A knot can be tied in the sling to shorten it as needed. Stand up in the sling, and as you straighten the leg, simultaneously pull the slack through the Grigri (pulling straight up on the brake strand) and hang in the harness off the Grigri. Alternate standing up in the sling and then hanging in the harness, tight to the Grigri. Roughly every 2 meters or 6 feet, tie a backup knot (overhand loop) on the brake strand side of the Grigri.

[image: fig_229_1.jpg]
Counterbalance rappel using a Grigri after “picking off” a climber from the cliff.





	On reaching the climber, transfer the friction hitch from the instructor side of the rope onto the rope above the climber. The instructor then takes the double-length sling and threads
it (basket style) through their belay loop and clips both ends of the sling to the locking carabiner attached to the friction hitch. Where the friction hitch is positioned will affect where the assisted climber will be positioned. If the friction hitch is high, the climber will remain at that position while rappelling. If the position of the friction hitch (klemheist or prusik) is just above the climber tie-in knot, the climber will move up and slightly above the instructor while descending.

	Rappel with the Grigri, untying the backup knots as you descend.




[image: fig_230_1.jpg]
Basic assistance skills will allow an instructor to assist a student if needed.




Rare Rescues

Experienced instructors will tell you that in decades of teaching, the very few times when they actually had to go up on the rock and bring a climber down were instances involving young kids who were overcome by fear and mentally lost control, afraid to lean back and weight the rope so they could be lowered back down. Having the knowledge and skills to go up the rope and bring a student down is also important in case the instructor ever has to assist an injured student, even in a toprope situation.



If you are taking over someone else’s belay and the belay strand is weighted, the sequence would be as follows:


	Tie a backup knot (overhand loop) on the brake strand side of the belayer’s belay device.

[image: fig_231_1.jpg]



	Clip a Grigri onto the rope between the backup knot and the belayer’s belay device.

[image: fig_231_2.jpg]



	Tie a friction hitch (prusik or klemheist) on the load strand (going up to the climber) of the belayer’s rope.

[image: fig_232_1.jpg]



	Thread (basket style) the double-length sling through your belay loop and attach it to the friction hitch with a locking carabiner.

[image: fig_232_2.jpg]



	Have the belayer give slack at the belay device—the tension will now be transferred to the friction hitch, with you essentially becoming a ground anchor; the belayer then can unclip and remove the belay device.

	Unclip one end of the sling from the locking carabiner at the friction hitch.

	Ascend the rope by sliding the friction hitch up, so that when the foot is placed in the sling, the knee is bent at a 90-degree angle. A knot can be tied in the sling to shorten it as needed. Stand up in the sling, and as you straighten the leg, simultaneously pull the slack through the Grigri (pulling straight up on the brake strand) and hang in the harness off the Grigri. Alternate standing up in the sling and then hanging in the harness, tight to the Grigri. Roughly every 2 meters or 6 feet, tie a backup knot (overhand loop) on the brake strand side of the Grigri.
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	On reaching the climber, transfer the friction hitch from your side of the rope and tie it (prusik or klemheist) onto the rope above the climber. Then take the double-length sling and thread it (basket style) through your belay loop, and clip both ends of the sling to the locking carabiner attached to the friction hitch. Where the friction hitch is positioned will affect where the assisted climber will be positioned. If the friction hitch is high, the climber will remain at that position while rappelling. If the position of the friction hitch is just above the climber tiein knot, the climber will move up and slightly above the instructor while descending.

[image: fig_233_2.jpg]



	Rappel with the Grigri, untying the backup knots as you descend.
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Assistance from the Top


Coaching

The best and easiest way to assist a climber who’s climbing up to you from below is simply to position your belay stance where you’ll be able to watch them. By having visual contact, you’ll be able to manage the belay more effectively, taking in slack in sync with the movement of the climber. Giving advice to a climber who encounters a challenging section may prove ineffective if the instructor can’t actually see them.




Vector Pull

If someone just physically can’t do a move or is too tired to climb up a tough crux section, some assistance from the belayer may be enough to get them over the impasse. A simple method is the vector pull.

Imagine a rope strung tight across a chasm, anchored on both ends, rigged for a climber to clip in with a pulley to slide across. This is known as a Tyrolean traverse. If the climber weighs 200 pounds and is hanging from the middle of the rope, with an angle slightly less than 180 degrees, the force at each anchor is roughly 1,000 pounds. As the angle approaches 180 degrees, the force on the anchor points increases even more. Less angle, less force. For example, when the angle is relatively narrow (22 degrees or less), the 200-pound climber weights each anchor with only 100 pounds.

Let’s say the instructor is belaying from the top of the cliff, and the climber is unable to move up past a tough section of the climb. With a tight rope (180-degree angle), by reaching down and pulling perpendicular to the line of the rope, a surprising amount of force can be generated just by creating an angle slightly less than 180 degrees. By pulling on the rope at a right angle, it is like the climber hanging in the middle of the Tyrolean traverse who is generating 10 times their bodyweight at the anchor points. This is often enough to boost someone past a move, especially if they are able to assist by climbing.




3:1 Raising System

One reason to use the direct belay technique with an ABD when belaying from the top of the cliff is that it is easily converted to a 3:1 raising system (aka the Z System) in a matter of seconds. For most climbing instructors, the direct belay is always the first choice, providing the anchor is solid, because it allows the instructor to anticipate and prepare for any eventuality, like a quick lowering or raising of the climber. Most instructors use a Grigri, clipped directly to the central point or extended central point (using the climbing rope). To set up a 3:1 raise, follow these steps:


	Tie a backup knot (overhand loop) on the brake strand side of the Grigri. This allows the instructor to go “hands free” and release the brake strand.

	Tie a friction hitch (prusik or klemheist) on the load strand going down to the climber.

	Clip the brake strand side of the rope (from the Grigri) to a locking carabiner clipped to the friction hitch, and push the friction hitch as far as possible toward the climber.

	Next, untie the backup knot and pull up on the brake strand side of the rope. For every 3 feet pulled through the Grigri, the load is raised 1 foot. Friction is the enemy in any raising system. If the rope going to the climber is in contact with a large surface area of rock, the raise will be correspondingly more difficult. A pulley at the friction hitch carabiner reduces friction and makes it easier to pull. Remember, this technique is for assisting a climber, helping them get past a tough spot, not hauling up a severely injured or unconscious climber.

	When the friction hitch is all the way to the Grigri, reset the friction hitch by sliding it back down toward the climber. The Grigri’s built-in ratchet will lock off and hold the load as this is done. Then continue the raise.





[image: fig_235_1.jpg]
The 3:1 raising system is easy to rig if a Grigri is being used for a direct belay. The Grigri is the ratchet (which locks off when needed to reset), and the friction hitch is the tractor (which moves up and down the field). The distance the rope travels between resets is called the throw.






3:1 Assisted Raise

For this method, the climber must be close enough that it is possible to throw them a bight of rope. The climber clips the rope into their harness to assist in the raise. Using this system allows both the climber and the instructor to work together and makes it much easier for the instructor to raise the climber.

The steps are as follows:


	Tie a backup knot (overhand loop) on the brake strand side of the belay device.

	Toss a bight of rope down to the climber and have them clip it into their belay loop with a locking carabiner. If they already have a locking carabiner on their harness, have them clip that to their belay loop and to the bight of rope. If not, carefully lower the carabiner down. Don’t throw it.

	Identify which strand the climber should pull on by shaking it.

	Untie the backup knot.

	The climber pulls down as the instructor pulls up on the brake strand side of the rope. Warn the climber to watch their hands so they are not pinched in the carabiner when pulling.




[image: fig_236_1.jpg]
A 3:1 assisted raise. With the climber also pulling, there is a tremendous mechanical advantage, making it far easier to raise someone than with a 3:1 raise.













CHAPTER 15

Leading

Leading is dangerous, whether the instructor is on the sharp end with an inexperienced belayer or watching a student lead for the first time. The risk management mantra of “What is the likelihood of a fall and what are the consequences?” should be at the forefront of the instructor’s mind when lead climbing with students.


Student Lead Belay Training

When an instructor works at a venue that requires a lead to access the anchors, it is important to add a lead belay contingent to the belay lesson. Once the PBUS (pull, brake, under, slide) technique has been taught and the student demonstrates proficiency, it is then appropriate for an instructor to move into a lead belay lesson.

The orientation of the student’s hands while belaying a leader should reflect the posture taken in the braking position of the PBUS. The student pays out rope with the guide hand above the device, while the brake hand remains in the same position below the device. If the student needs to bring rope back in, they simply revert to the PBUS toproping technique.


[image: fig_240_1.jpg]
Belaying the leader using a Grigri. A large block serves as a ground anchor, rigged by tying the rope end around the block using a bowline knot backed up with half a double fisherman’s knot. The rope is attached to the belayer with a clove hitch on a locking carabiner clipped to the belay loop.



There are instructors who prefer to have students belay them with an assisted braking device. The advantage of these devices is that they reduce the likelihood of catastrophic failure of the system. The problem is they are far from foolproof and require specialized instruction and technique.

There are numerous devices on the market, and they all have their own idiosyncrasies. It’s important to read all associated instructions before using a new device, follow the manufacturer’s recommendations, heed the manufacturer’s warnings, and practice with the device prior to using it in an institutional setting.

The Petzl Grigri is one of the more common devices on the market. As a result, lead belay technique with the Grigri is described here.

The primary belay position for the Grigri is the PBUS position, with a guide hand above the device on the rope and a brake hand below. As a leader moves up the rock, the belayer slowly feeds rope through the device, gently pulling with the guide hand while pushing rope through with the brake hand. If the rope is fed at an appropriate speed, the cam in the Grigri will not engage.

In this principal belay position, the belayer’s brake hand never leaves the rope. If there is a need to bring in slack, the belayer reverts to the PBUS toproping technique.

Because the cam automatically engages with a sudden acceleration of the rope, it can be difficult to pay out slack quickly. The simplest solution to this problem is to never allow the rope to suddenly accelerate. This may be accomplished by the leader placing gear at chest level or lower and extending the protection with runners. Doing so allows the leader to clip into the protection without having to give a quick tug on the rope.

If the curricular goal is to teach a student the finer points of lead belaying, there are two ways to give slack to a climber who needs it quickly. The first and easiest way is to simply step in toward the wall. This will immediately put slack into the system and works well. However, this technique is not recommended for novice belayers, as they are often tied down to ground anchors and cannot easily move.

The second way is to shift the brake hand, sliding it up the rope to the device, and brace the index finger against the lip of the moving sideplate. Press the thumb of the brake hand down on the cam where the handle is attached while continuing to hold the brake strand of the rope. Pull slack with the guide hand. Once finished, immediately return to the principal belay position.

Petzl recommends that you:


	Always keep the brake strand in the brake hand. There is never a valid reason to let go of the brake strand.

	Never grip the device with the entire hand.

	Anticipate the lead climber’s movement, including when additional rope is needed to make a clip.



In a toprope setting, a rope is generally set up early in the day and may be used to practice belaying. In a lead setting, practicing this skill requires some creativity. One method is to clip the first bolt of a sport route, or place a piece of gear about 10 feet up. Clip the rope and then have the student practice belaying a leader on this short mock setup.




Ground Anchors, Student Belay Backups, and Knots

In addition to using a Grigri and placing a lot of protection, here are three other ways to increase instructor security during a lead. First, use a ground anchor. Second, employ a backup belayer. And third, tie knots in the rope behind the belayer and the backup belayer.

A ground anchor keeps the belayer under control. The belayer is fixed to a given spot. If the belayer is anchored, the opportunity to trip, fall over, and pull the instructor off is greatly reduced. The belayer will remain in the designated stance.

With two or more students, a backup belayer will increase security. It is far less likely that both students will drop the leader. To add even greater security, put a friction hitch on the rope behind the belayer and attach it to the backup belayer’s belay loop. Rather than being dependent on a hand belay, the backup belayer manages the rope with the assistance of a “third hand.”

Some instructors tie knots in the rope behind the belayer and the backup belayer. As the instructor leads and the knots approach the belay team, either the backup belayer or, ideally, a third student unties them. Even if there is a series of mistakes, the leader will still have a reasonable margin of error.

No matter what steps are taken to increase instructor security, it remains important to regularly look down and check on the belayer. Make sure that the belay system is employed appropriately, and communicate error corrections as needed.




Descent Options

If walking off or downclimbing is not possible for the climbing instructor, the other descent options from the top of a route are to be lowered by the belayer, lower themselves, or rappel.

When being lowered, the instructor is completely reliant on the belay system and at the greatest exposure to risk of system failure. If there are any doubts about the security of the system (i.e., the belayer), the instructor should lower themselves (a Grigri works well for this option) or rappel.

However, if the curricular goal of the program is to teach the student how to operate as an independent climber, the student will have to learn how to lower. When faced with that situation, the instructor can mitigate the risk by placing a friction hitch on the belay strand of the rope as a backup, clipping the friction hitch to a sling that is then clipped into the instructor’s belay loop with a locking carabiner. While being lowered, the instructor manages the friction hitch, releasing it if the belayer loses control of the brake strand.


[image: fig_242_1.jpg]
By threading the rope through the rings and then clipping it in just above with a locking carabiner (the Edelrid Bulletproof locking carabiner with its steel inset is good for this application), you’re preventing wear and tear on the hardware; then the last student can get lowered with the rope through the rings simply by removing the locking carabiner. This is a good method to use when the instructor will be leading up to a bolt anchor with fixed hardware and toproping the route with a group of students.






Teaching a Student to Lead

When teaching lead climbing skills, it is important to know whether the organization offering the course permits students to lead. It is also important to find out whether the insurance policy permits student leads.

Regardless of whether the organization or insurance policy allows leading, prospective leaders should spend a great deal of time mock leading. A mock leader is a climber who is on toprope while simultaneously dragging a lead line. The toprope protects the student from a real fall, while the lead line provides the illusion of leading. The student can place gear or clip bolts just as if leading for real, but without the consequences.

After a student has completed a mock trad lead, the instructor can climb the route and inspect the pieces. Ideally, the instructor will provide the student with feedback on the quality of each placement while removing the gear.

An instructor may also choose to have a student belay the mock leader while the instructor ascends a fixed line beside the leader, which will allow the instructor to provide an instant, up-close inspection and feedback on each of the students’ protection placements in the moment. The instructor may use the same rope climbing technique as described for a climber pickoff (see chapter 13, “Basic Assistance and Rescue Skills”).

If only one rope is available, it is still possible to set up a mock lead. Simply tie both ends of the rope into the climber. One end will come from the climber’s harness, run up through the toprope anchor, and drop back down to the belayer. The rest of the rope will lie in a pile between the climber and the belayer.

The advantage of the single line mock lead system is that only one rope has to be carried. However, there are two disadvantages with a single line. First, students will have to unclip each piece as they are lowered. There won’t be enough rope to leave it running through the pieces. And second, with a single line system, unless the rope is bi-pattern or bicolor, the student may have a harder time distinguishing between the belay line and the lead line. When climbers have two ropes in a mock lead scenario, they’re usually different colors. This arrangement makes it easier for students to distinguish between the lead line and the belay line.

Most instructors will spend a great deal of time in ground school, teaching students how to place gear or clip bolts before moving into a mock lead sequence. Sport leaders should understand how to clip correctly before getting on the rock, while trad leaders should have a solid understanding of gear placement. Both sport climbers and trad climbers need to be educated in placement or clipping strategies before working their skills on a mock lead.

If teaching a clinic on sport leading, be sure to spend significant time in ground school practicing the transition from leading to a toprope lower or a rappel. This can be done using traditional pieces close to the ground. Clip locking carabiners to two solid pieces and treat them like bolts. The student will then be able to practice the transition from start to finish.

If the instructor is in a position to allow students to lead for real, be extremely conservative. Beginning leaders should not fall. By choosing an appropriate crag—a crag where the student feels confident, or a very easy route, or even a 4th-class route—the exposure to potential student injury decreases dramatically.

Occasionally, an instructor may have a student who is an experienced climber and would like to lead. If organization policy and insurance allow this, the instructor has to be the one to decide whether it’s appropriate for the student to lead. This decision generally requires some assessment of both the student’s movement skills and their ability to clip or place gear appropriately. If an instructor doesn’t like what they see in a student assessment, the instructor should not be afraid to say no. It’s better to have an upset student than a seriously injured student.



[image: fig_244_1.jpg]
A climber mock leads on a single rope. Note the rope running up to the anchor above the climber, back down to the belayer, into the pile on the ground, and then back to the climber.











Appendix C:
Autoblocking Devices

Autoblocking devices like the Petzl Reverso, the Black Diamond ATC Guide, the Mammut Nordwand Alpine, the CAMP PIU 2, and multiple others on the market are not covered in the Single Pitch Instructor curriculum. These devices are excellent multi-pitch devices and work well in a single pitch environment. However, many new instructors come into the AMGA Single Pitch Instructor Course with limited experience working with assisted braking devices and the Munter hitch. It is extremely important for instructors to understand how to use these tools, since they are foundational tools for Single Pitch Instructor terrain. Students who move into the upper-level AMGA courses spend a great deal of time working with autoblocking devices, but at the beginner level, instructors must first have a baseline understanding of essential tools.


Though autoblocking devices are not part of the curriculum and candidates will not be tested on them, it was felt that they should be covered in this text. This is primarily because autoblocking devices are increasingly common at both single pitch and multi-pitch crags throughout the country, and most students have been exposed to them.


Autoblocking devices are a hybrid between standard tube-style devices and plaquette-style devices. They can be used to belay a leader or to toprope, just like any other tube-style device. However, they have one additional feature: When belaying from above, they can be hung directly from the anchor by an additional carabiner hole and rigged to securely belay one or two climbers.


As with all climbing equipment, it’s important to read the manufacturer’s instructions. These devices vary and there are small differences between them. But the concept is the same: A bight of rope runs through the vertical slot on the front of the device, with the strand on top going to the climber and the belay strand on the bottom. This bight is secured to the back of the device with a locking carabiner. When weighted, the strand going to the climber squeezes the belay line, holding it in position and locking it off.



[image: fig_249_1.jpg]
An autoblocking device (Petzl Reverso) set up in “guide mode,” loaded with the climber strand on the top and the belay strand on the bottom.
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On a single strand of rope, a four-wrap autoblock using supple 6mm nylon cord works well. For all lowering operations using an autoblocking device and ratcheting carabiner or levering method, an autoblock backup clipped to the lowerer’s belay loop with a locking carabiner is recommended for additional security.




If these devices are loaded improperly, the autoblocking function will not engage. Always pull down on the climber’s line after loading the device to ensure that it locks. If the climber’s line moves easily, the device is not loaded properly.


Another reason this device is not taught in the SPI curriculum is that, when set up in autoblocking mode, it requires specialized techniques to unlock the device when it is loaded. It is important to understand that these devices, when in autoblock mode, were not designed for long lowers and are a poor choice for lowering a climber in single pitch terrain. Situations may arise that require unlocking an autoblocking device to lower a climber a short distance, and users should understand how that task can be accomplished. The following are three methods.



Simple Lower by Ratcheting Carabiner

The first type of lower requires that a belayer crank the locking carabiner that secures the bight of rope back and forth. This allows the load to lower incrementally. This method is used for very short lowers. It is important for the belayer to keep the brake hand on the brake strand of the rope during this process.





Simple Lower with a Nut Tool or Carabiner

In the second lower, a nut tool or small carabiner is used to leverage the device. This method works well for lowers of one or two body lengths. What follows is a breakdown of the lower:



	Attach a friction hitch to the brake strand and clip it to your belay loop.

	Put a nut tool or carabiner in the small hole in the bottom of the autoblocking device.

	Crank the device up and back, “breaking” the autoblock’s hold on the rope.

	Maintain control of the brake strand while allowing the rope to pass slowly through the device.

	Once the lower is complete, return the device to its original position.





[image: fig_251_1.jpg]
A belayer ratchets the carabiner up and down to complete a short lower. Use an autoblock backup for additional security.





[image: fig_251_2.jpg]
Using a carabiner to open up the device in order to make a short lower. Use an autoblock backup for additional security.







Complex Lower with a Redirect

This method can be used for moderate-length lowers. Again, if a longer lower is required, the system should be transferred to a more secure system. What follows is a breakdown of the lower:



	Tie off the backside of the rope with a blocker knot.

	Attach a friction hitch to the brake strand and clip it to your belay loop.

	Place a carabiner somewhere high in the anchor system, above the autoblocking device.

	Redirect the brake strand through the carabiner high in the system.

	Run a cord or a sling through the small hole in the bottom of the autoblocking device.

	Thread the cord or sling through a second carabiner high in the system and attach it to your belay loop.

	Untie the blocker knot.

	Lean back on the redirected cord, “breaking” the system.

	Maintain control of the brake strand while allowing the rope to pass slowly through the device.

	Once the lower is complete, return the device to its original position.




[image: fig_252_1.jpg]
Knowing how to release a loaded autoblocking device and facilitate a lower with a third hand backup is an important skill for instructors.
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