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2016 CAHPERD CONFERENCE 
CLIMB ON!  

Everything you need to know to bring climbing to your school 
Presenter: Jenn Hisle 

 
Program Objectives: 

• Learn how the dynamic sport of indoor rock climbing can build physical, social and emotional skills in youth of 
varying abilities and fitness levels. 

• Receive guidance for acquiring a climbing wall, including an overview of climbing wall types, step-by-step 
planning, funding ideas and important safety and risk management protocols. 

• Be introduced to some of the fun and engaging climbing wall activities that can be hosted on a traverse 
climbing wall and learn about assessment options. 

 

HOW ROCK CLIMBING CONTRIBUTES TO PHYSICAL, COGNITIVE,  
AND SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Physical development through:  
• Aerobic and anaerobic activity  
• Increased cardiovascular fitness  
• Enhanced balance, coordination and flexibility  
• Increased muscle strength and endurance  
• Improved motor planning  
• Enhanced body awareness 

Cognitive development through:  
• Problem solving, including the identification of multiple solutions for challenges  
• Decision-making and judgment-making opportunities  
• Increased focus and concentration  
• Visualization and mental imaging  
• Following directions and safety rules  
• Goal setting exercises 

Social-emotional development through:  
• Positive risk-taking  
• Increased self-knowledge, self-confidence and self-reliance  
• Enhanced patience, perseverance, courage, will power and self-control  
• Meeting challenges  
• Stress management  
• Awareness of others  
• Leadership skill building opportunities during team-building activities 
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How Rock Climbing Relates to  
National Standards and Grade-Level Outcomes for K-12 Physical Education 

 
Standard 1. The physically literate individual demonstrates competency in a variety of motor skills and movement patterns. 

• Elementary 
o Nonlocomotor (Stability, Balance, Weight Transfer ): S1.E7, S1.E8, S1.E10 

• Middle School 
o Outdoor Pursuits:S1.M22 
o Individual Performance Activities: S1.M24 

• High School 
o Lifetime Activities: S1.H1 
o Fitness Activities: S1.H3 

 
Standard 2. The physically literate individual applies knowledge of concepts, principles, strategies and tactics related to 
movement and performance. 

• Elementary 
o Movement Concepts (Space, Pathways, Shapes, Levels): S2.E1, S2.E2 

• Middle School 
o Outdoor Pursuits:S1.M13 

• High School 
o Movement Concepts, Principles & Knowledge: S2.H1, S2.H3 

 
Standard 3. The physically literate individual demonstrates the knowledge and skills to achieve and maintain a health-
enhancing level of physical activity and fitness. 

• Elementary 
o Physical Activity Knowledge: S3.E1 
o Engages in Physical Activity: S3.E2 
o Fitness Knowledge: S3.E3, S3.E4 
o Assessment & Program Planning: S3.E5 

• Middle School 
o Physical Activity Knowledge: S3.M1 
o Engages in Physical Activity: S3.M2, S3.M3, S3.M4, S3.M5 
o Fitness Knowledge: S3.M6, S3.M7, S3.M8, S3.M9, S3.M10, S3.M12 
o Assessment & Program Planning: S3.M15, S3.M16 

• High School 
o Physical Activity Knowledge: S3.H1, S3.H2, S3.H3, S3.H4, S3.H5 
o Engages in Physical Activity: S3.H6 
o Fitness Knowledge: S3.H7, S3.H8, S3.H9, S3.H10 
o Assessment & Program Planning: S3.H11, S3.H12 

 
Standard 4. The physically literate individual exhibits responsible personal and social behavior that respects self and others. 

• Elementary 
o Personal Responsibility: S4.E1, S4E2 
o Accepting Feedback: S4.E3 
o Working with Others: S4.E4 
o Rules & Etiquette: S4.E5 
o Safety: S4.E6 

• Middle School 
o Personal Responsibility: S4.M1, S4M2 
o Accepting Feedback: S4.M3 
o Working with Others: S4.M4, S4.M5 
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o Rules & Etiquette: S4.M6 
o Safety: S4.M7 

 
• High School 

o Personal Responsibility: S4.H1 
o Rules & Etiquette: S4.H2 
o Working with Others: S4.H3, S4.H4 
o Safety: S4.H5 

 
Standard 5. The physically literate individual recognizes the value of physical activity for health, enjoyment, challenge, self-
expression and/or social interaction. 

• Elementary 
o Health: S5.E1 
o Challenge: S5.E2 
o Self-Expression & Enjoyment: S5.E3 
o Social Interaction: S5.E4 

• Middle School 
o Health: S5.M1, S5.M2 
o Challenge: S5.M3 
o Self-Expression & Enjoyment: S5.M4, S5.M5 
o Social Interaction: S5.M6 

• High School 
o Health: S5.H1 
o Challenge: S5.H2 
o Self-Expression & Enjoyment: S5.H3 
o Social Interaction: S5.H4 
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TEN GREAT REASONS FOR BUILDING A CLIMBING WALL AT YOUR FACILITY 
 

Climbing is not a trendy add-on, but rather a relevant and beneficial activity that encourages the physical, mental, social and emotional 
growth of each participant. Listed below you will find ten great reasons to consider as you ponder the development of a climbing wall 
program at your facility. 

1. Climbing is a lifelong activity that is attractive to a wide range of people and can be offered in a variety of settings: 
• Camps 
• Schools 
• Universities 
• Park and Recreation Centers 
• Fitness Centers 
• Child Care Facilities 
• Family Fun Centers 
• Children’s Museums 
• Hospitals and Rehabilitation Centers 
• Occupational Therapy Facilities 

 
2. Climbing offers versatility. Walls come in a myriad of shapes, sizes and surfaces to meet an assortment of programming wishes and 

requirements. 

3. The activity of climbing satisfies the interests and needs of today’s contemporary society and could revitalize your programming. 

4. Climbing contributes to overall physical fitness through: 
• Aerobic and anaerobic activity 
• Increased cardiovascular fitness 
• Enhanced balance, coordination and flexibility 
• Increased muscle strength and endurance 
• Improved motor planning 
• Enhanced body awareness 

5. Climbing wall activities provide opportunities for social-emotional skill building: 
• Increased self-knowledge, self-confidence and self-reliance 
• Enhanced patience, perseverance, courage, trust, will power and self-control 
• Meeting challenges 
• Positive risk-taking 
• Stress management 
• Awareness of others 
• Leadership 

6. Climbing wall activities enhance cognitive skills: 
• Problem solving, including the identification of multiple solutions for challenges 
• Decision and judgment making 
• Increased focus and concentration 
• Visualization and mental imaging 
• Following directions and safety rules 
• Goal setting 

7. Climbing walls provide opportunities for cross-curricular programming in content areas such as: 
• Communication (listening, speaking and writing) through team challenges and journaling writing 
• Mathematics (unique climbing activities require participants to solve math problems) 
• All subject areas (endless possibilities through collaboration with colleagues in other subject areas) 

8. Climbing wall activities provide a setting for real life experiences in meeting challenge, traveling beyond one’s “comfort zone” and 
developing character. 

9. Climbing wall activities emphasize cooperation versus competition and encourage the development of a climate where “everybody   
wins” and success for all is the common by-product. 
10. Climbing wall activities are fun, exciting, challenging and engaging! 
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Climbing Walls Promote Lifelong Fitness Habits Among Youths
Activity Provides Numerous Physical and Emotional Benefits
Physical education instructors who have spent decades 
teaching traditional exercise activities are now focusing 
on the vast benefits offered by climbing walls.

‘‘The climbing walls are excellent for building upper 
body strength and improving balance, endurance and 
flexibility, as well as encouraging cooperation and 
team building with others,’’ said Pat Simon, coordinator 
of athletics and physical education for Milford Public 
Schools in Milford, Conn. ‘‘When a student makes it 
across the wall, it builds their self-esteem. It’s working 
out well at our school and this activity is catching on 
across the country.’’

Simon, who has been teaching physical education 
at the Live Oaks Elementary School in Milford for 
38 years, uses the traverse wall during classes for 
students in kindergarten through fifth grade. Climbing 
walls are also used at two additional elementary 
schools and two middle schools in the Milford District.

Traverse climbing walls challenge students to travel 
horizontally along the panels, overcoming any obstacles 
they may encounter along the way and collaborating 
with other students who are simultaneously testing 
their own maneuverability on the makeshift mountain.

‘‘It’s an outstanding program that can be used for 
students of all fitness levels,’’ noted Simon. ‘‘Three 
special education classes use the wall, too, so students 
with different levels of disability can participate to 
some extent. Certain rocks on the wall are only a foot 
off the ground and some students are able to stand up 
by holding onto the rocks and pulling themselves up.’’

Live Oaks purchased the climbing wall more than two 
years ago, but the activity is still relatively new at West 
Carthage Elementary School in Carthage, N.Y. Marty 
Weaver, a physical education teacher for kindergarten 
through fifth grade, said the school began using the 
traverse wall in the fall of 2006. So far, the wall has 
only been used for second through fifth grade. However, 
first grade is expected to be introduced to the fun 
experience during the 2007-08 academic year.

‘‘We were looking for alternative, non-traditional 
activities and the climbing wall is an opportunity for all 
students to participate and benefit even if they are not 
athletic,’’ said Weaver, who has been teaching physical 
education for 25 years. ‘‘There are vast differences 
between traversing the wall and playing traditional 
team sports, which typically don’t carry on past high 
school. We wanted an activity like rock climbing that 
students could take with them after they graduate from 
high school and benefit from for a lifetime.’’

Weaver believes the climbing walls are becoming 
increasingly popular throughout the United States 
because they have a unique appeal to students. In 
addition, they provide tremendous fitness benefits as 
part of an activity that is more fun than doing the 
standard pushups and pull-ups of years gone by.

‘‘The highest a student’s feet can be off the ground 
is three feet, but it still encourages risk taking and 
requires problem solving,’’ said Weaver. ‘‘Teachers 
can also be very creative and give students special 
challenges as they cross the wall. For example, we have 
hooked students together with hula hoops and they had 
to hold rubber chickens while they were crossing. What 
they do on the wall reveals a lot about their character 
and how they interact with others.’’
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Despite the clever ways by which physical education 
teachers may add pizzazz to the wall, the activity 
provides the utmost safety. Traverse walls are typically 
eight feet high and students climb across them without 
the need for any ropes, harnesses or other special 
equipment. The walls are safer than playgrounds where 
students can often climb to heights exceeding three 
feet. Padded mats are used to provide a comfortable 
landing surface and enhanced safety for the climbers.

Weaver first became interested in obtaining a climbing 
wall when he attended a physical education conference 
where the walls were on display. Now, the wall is 
drawing a lot of attention and is even being used at the 
school’s family night events where any family member 
of a student can test their level of coordination, balance 
and determination on the wall.

‘‘Our wall costs about $7,000, but it will benefit  
countless students and will be a long-lasting part of 
our physical education program,’’ added Weaver. ‘‘It can 
also be used for cross-curricular activities and as an 
education tool. For instance, students may have to solve 
a math problem on a dry-erase board while they are on 
the wall.’’

Climbing is an activity that can boost the self-esteem 
of all students. Weaver said students with physical 
handicaps and learning disabilities are able to perform 
certain activities that they would not otherwise be able 
to without the wall. One of his students has Prader Willi 
Syndrome, a condition characterized at birth by the 
lack of spontaneous movements and protective reflexes. 
The syndrome often leads to severe obesity in young 
children.

“This student was able to hold herself on the wall for 
about 30 seconds and that was a big step,’’ he recalled. 
“Sometimes, you have to be creative to make it work by 
doing things such as putting spots on the floor and the 
students have to coordinate their feet with the marks 
on the floor and their hands with the rocks on the wall. 
This worked very well with a student who only has the 
use of one arm.’’

Weaver advises teachers who currently do not have a 
wall in their class to visit a school where climbing is 
part of the activities. Seeing is truly believing when a 
child’s face lights up when he or she crosses the wall or 
takes even a few steps.

“It represents a unique activity in a physical education 
class and it requires thinking outside the box. The wall 
levels the playing field for all students because you 
don’t have to be athletic to do it,’’ said Weaver.

The Louisiana State University Laboratory School in 
Baton Rouge was thinking outside the box long before 
many other institutions when it purchased a wall 
approximately seven years ago. Joanna Faerber, who 
currently teaches kindergarten, third and fifth grades, 
has been a physical education instructor for 23 years. 
The wall is part of the physical education curriculum for 
students in kindergarten through 12th grade.

The school began with a traverse wall, but now uses 
a top rope design to give students even more of a 
challenge. The top-rope walls provide a vertical climbing 
challenge and can be custom-designed to fit any facility 
and built with a variety of surfaces. The top-rope walls 
designed by Everlast Climbing Industries Inc. in Mendota 
Heights, Minn., can be mounted on a wall or used as 
freestanding fixtures.

“We want our students to be risk takers and to try new 
things in life,’’ said Faerber. “When a kindergartner 
climbs to the top and comes back down, that’s exciting. 
If students are exposed to new and interesting activities 
when they are in elementary school, they won’t be 
afraid to try new things when they get older.’’

She said climbing helps students set goals and decide 
which steps must be taken to achieve those objectives. 
In addition to the psychological and emotional benefits, 
climbing can promote long-term upper body strength 
that often leads to better posture which, in turn, 
equates to stronger abdominal and back muscles, as well 
as a healthier heart and lungs.

Faerber has witnessed firsthand the positive impact that 
climbing can have on students at various developmental 
and physical stages in their lives. She recalls a 
kindergarten student with a learning disability and 
attributes his improvement to being able to traverse the 
wall. After climbing on the wall, he wrote about the 
experience in his school journal — the first time he had 
written in his journal for months.

“Climbing gives students a sense of pride. We want all 
children no matter what their physical ability or reading 
ability to experience reaching a goal,’’ said Faerber.

BY TRACY CARBASHO


