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  Warning: Climbing is a dangerous sport. You can be seriously injured or die. Read the following before you use this book.




  This is an instruction book about rock climbing, a sport that is inherently dangerous. Do not depend solely on information from this book for your personal safety. Your climbing safety depends on your own judgment based on competent instruction, experience, and a realistic assessment of your climbing ability.




  The training advice given in this book is based on the authors’ opinions. Consult your physician before engaging in any part of the training program described by the authors.




  There are no warranties, either expressed or implied, that this instruction book contains accurate and reliable information. There are no warranties as to fitness for a particular purpose or that this book is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk of death or serious injury as a result of climbing’s risks and is an acknowledgment of your own sole responsibility for your safety in climbing or in training for climbing.




  Globe Pequot Press, the authors, and the American Mountain Guides Association (AMGA) assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.
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Introduction





  Rock climbing is a sport unlike any other. Hanging on by your fingertips, high above the ground, gives us a sense of focus and freedom that few other activities provide. We love the feeling of the warm sun on our backs while we stick the perfect jam or pull the crux move. We relish in our movement over the stone and the beauty of our surroundings. We love the element of exploration that comes with the sport and the anticipation of a trip to a new crag or the ascent of a new route. And we adore both the acquaintances that are made on the rock as well as the enduring friendships that are built within a climbing partnership.




  We love it all so much that we have a desire to share it with others.




  And while we wish to share this with others, we have to understand that the role of the climbing instructor comes with a great deal of responsibility. People can get hurt or even killed in this sport. With that in mind, it’s important that those who wish to teach have the proper training before instructing any level of climber.




  This text was designed to be a supplement to the American Mountain Guides Association Single Pitch Instructor (SPI) Course. The SPI course was designed to help capable recreational climbers transition into capable and exffective climbing instructors. The course—and this text—focuses on the technical skills required of an instructor as they are applied in all forms of single pitch climbing instruction. In addition to this, the course addresses the essential educational and environmental tenets required to teach climbing. AMGA Single Pitch Instructors are expected to demonstrate the technical and educational proficiencies necessary to instruct a variety of single pitch rock climbing skills in a secure and effective manner to both groups and individuals.




  The SPI course is intended for recreational climbers who are already proficient in both toprope and lead climbing. It was designed to benefit those who wish to facilitate outdoor climbing programs for groups such as those offered by guide services, camps, schools, universities, climbing clubs, therapeutic groups, churches, and climbing gyms.




  Those who wish to teach climbing in the outdoors tend to have a higher success rate obtaining employment as climbing instructors with this training and certification. Additionally, the AMGA recommends this program as a precursor to upper-level AMGA climbing instruction and guide programs.




  About the American Mountain Guides Association (AMGA)




  


  

  The American Mountain Guides Association is the organization that oversees guide and instructor training in the United States, while also supporting and advocating for climbing instructors, guides, and accredited guide services. The organization is dedicated to supporting these groups through excellence in instructor and guide education, through the development of standards to ensure the quality of services provided to the public, and by serving as a resource for access to and the protection of the natural environment. As a group, the AMGA presents a strong and unified voice for high standards of professionalism in guiding and climbing instruction.
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  AMGA presidents at the 2010 AMGA annual meeting. Back row, from left to right: Alan Pietrasanta, Ian Wade, John Cleary, Mark Houston, Dunham Gooding, Phil Powers, Dick Jackson, and John Bicknell. Front row, kneeling: Margaret Wheeler and Doug Robinson.




  BETSY WINTER




  The AMGA is grounded in a powerful tradition that continues to evolve with the ever-changing arena of mountain guiding and climbing instruction. The organization offers a series of training courses and exams designed to certify guides and climbing instructors to highly respected and internationally recognized standards.




  A Brief History of the AMGA




  The profession of instructing and guiding in the mountains spans back to the start of the United States as a nation. However, it wasn’t until 1979 that a group of twelve guides got together in Jackson, Wyoming, and decided that it was time to formalize an organization to represent the greater guiding community. The goals these guides developed were written in a bar on the back of a napkin and became known as the Moose Bar Charter. As a result, the American Professional Mountain Guides Association was born. Over the next few years, the “P” was dropped, and the AMGA developed and grew throughout the United States.




  In the AMGA’s formative years, there was a great deal of wrangling. Instructors and guides are independent minded, and an organization overseeing standards wasn’t always popular. Early presidents such as Doug Robinson, Alan Pietrasanta, Ian Wade, and Dunham Gooding spent much of their time trying to expand the ranks of the guides involved, while also overseeing the development of certification courses for guides and accreditation programs for guide services.




  Unity among guides and guide services became especially important in the mid-1980s. At that time a worldwide liability insurance crisis shook the guiding industry to its core. After steps were taken to secure affordable insurance appropriate for climbing schools and guide services, independent-minded guides began to see that there was great value in working together as an association.




  The next major goal of the AMGA was to gain acceptance into the International Federation of Mountain Guides Associations (IFMGA). Admission into this organization would allow American guides access to the European Alps while recognizing that AMGA programs met an international standard. Between 1990 and 1997, AMGA presidents Steve Young, Dunham Gooding, Matt Culbertson, and John Cleary worked tirelessly to achieve this goal. On November 22, 1997, delegates admitted the AMGA into the IFMGA after a unanimous vote from the existing member countries. Today the AMGA is the sole representative of the United States to the twenty-six-member IFMGA, the international governing body responsible for guiding standards and education around the world.




  In the late 1990s, under the supervision of Mark Houston, both as technical director and then as president, and with help from Jon Tierney and others, the AMGA developed the Toprope Site Manager program. Unfortunately, the TRSM program was limited in its scope and didn’t adequately meet the needs of instructors looking to advance to higher-level AMGA courses. It wasn’t until 2008, under the supervision of Adam Fox, that the Single Pitch Instructor program became the nation’s premier entry-level program for those who sought to be climbing instructors. In 2009, after a third party review, the AMGA SPI received the endorsement of the UIAA (Union Internationale des Associations d’Alpinisme) as meeting the international standards for the training of climbing instructors.




  Today the AMGA continues to develop its programs to meet changing standards and to support the growing community of guides and climbing instructors in the United States. In addition, the organization has become a resource for land managers and outdoor industry leaders by promoting land stewardship, world-class training, and sustainable practices to protect our natural resources.




  The AMGA is the post-graduate school of guiding, and it is where professional climbing instructors and guides go to develop their skills in order to attain the highest level of training and certification.




  AMGA Certification




  


  

  There are three disciplines of certification in the AMGA: Rock, Alpine, and Ski. Some of the disciplines have multiple levels of certification. For example, in the Rock discipline one can be certified at the Single Pitch Instructor level, the Rock Instructor level, or the Rock Guide level. In each of the disciplines, the guide level is the highest level of certification. If an individual obtains AMGA certification at the guide level in Rock, Alpine, and Ski, then that person will be granted the International Federation of Mountain Guides Associations (IFMGA) certification, which is the highest level of certification available for a guide.




  The Single Pitch Instructor certification was designed for those who wish to work in a single pitch setting and as an entry-level program for those who wish to continue on to gain a higher level of training and certification.




  If you are interested in working solely in a single pitch setting, then there is no reason to continue on to a higher level of training. However, if you do wish to work on multi-pitch rock terrain, in the alpine, or on skis, then additional courses will be required in order for you to be adequately trained.




  Following is a breakdown of the different types of certification available from the AMGA and the terrain guidelines for the certifications:




  AMGA Single Pitch Instructor




  AMGA Single Pitch Instructors are trained and assessed to operate on all routes that:




  • The anchors are accessed by either nontechnical terrain or by leading technical 5th-class terrain.




  • Are climbed without intermediate belays.




  • Present no difficulties on approach or retreat from the area, such as routefinding, scrambling, or navigating.




  AMGA Climbing Wall Instructor—Toprope




  AMGA Climbing Wall Instructors (Toprope) are trained and assessed to operate on indoor climbing and bouldering walls and climbing structures that:




  • Do not involve lead climbing.




  • Do not include the instruction of lead climbing.




  AMGA Climbing Wall Instructor—Lead




  AMGA Climbing Wall Instructors (Lead) are trained and assessed to operate on indoor climbing and bouldering walls and climbing structures that:




  • Involve lead climbing.




  • Include the instruction of lead climbing.




  AMGA Rock Instructor




  Rock Instructor certification is designed to apply to most “cragging” rock climbing areas in the United States. AMGA Rock Instructors are trained and assessed to operate on all rock routes that:




  • Are Yosemite Decimal System Grade III or shorter in length.




  • Do not have approaches or descents where extensive use of short-rope techniques is appropriate for security.




  • Are not remote in nature.




  • Do not involve technical snow, glacier travel, the use of skis, or exposure to avalanche risk.




  AMGA Rock Guide




  Rock Guide certification is designed to apply to all Rock Instructor terrain, but it also includes climbs of much greater length, including big wall and aid climbs, and climbs where significant short-roping is appropriate for the safeguarding of clients on either approaches or descents. AMGA Rock Guide certification is not, however, applicable to terrain that is alpine in nature (i.e., remote or involves technical snow or technical glaciated or icy terrain). AMGA Rock Guides are trained and assessed to operate on all rock routes that:




  • Are Yosemite Decimal System Grade IV or Grade V in length.




  • Include approaches and descents that may require extensive use of short-roping technique for security.




  • May be remote in nature.




  • Do not involve glacier travel, the use of skis, or exposure to avalanche risk.




  
AMGA Alpine Guide





  AMGA Alpine Guide certification is designed for guiding glaciated and non-glaciated peaks, approaches, and climbs, with no limitation with respect to season or elevation. It includes rock climbs, peak ascents, waterfall ice climbs, and expeditionary climbing. AMGA Alpine Guides are trained and assessed to operate in all alpine and rock terrains that:




  • Are Yosemite Decimal System Grade V or shorter (for rock routes).




  • Are not conducted on skis where the main objective of the outing is either a ski tour or the enjoyment of downhill skiing.




  • AMGA Alpine Guides who hold both Alpine and Rock Guide certifications are allowed to guide alpine rock routes that are YDS Grade V or longer.




  AMGA Ski Guide




  AMGA Ski Guide certification is designed for guiding either ski tours or ski ascents/descents on alpine touring or free-heel equipment. AMGA Certified Ski Guides are trained and assessed to operate in all terrains that:




  • Include as the main objective either ski touring, off-piste, and/or mechanized skiing.




  • Are on slopes up to 50 degrees.




  • May employ the use of rope including short-roping techniques with the use of ice axe and crampons.




  • Require travel on crevassed glaciers.




  • Have significant avalanche hazard.




  • Involve multi-pitch ice or rock.




  IFMGA American Mountain Guide




  IFMGA American Mountain Guide certification is designed for individuals certified as AMGA Rock, Alpine, and Ski Guides. IFMGA/American Mountain Guides are trained and assessed to operate in all alpine, rock, and ski terrain.




  Concept Driven Techniques and the AMGA




  


  

  “I want to learn the AMGA way.”




  The preceding comment is incredibly common. But it is a misperception of what the AMGA is and what it does. There is no “AMGA way.”




  The American Mountain Guides Association teaches students a series of different techniques in each of the disciplines. Association guidelines seldom dictate which technique an individual is required to use. Instead, AMGA program instructors evaluate their students on the application of the techniques that they have learned. In other words, one student might accomplish the exact same goal using a completely different technique than another student, but both might still be acceptable.




  There are a lot of right ways to do things. Some ways may be more efficient and some ways may be more effective. The goal of an AMGA instructor is to find the best and most efficient way based on the circumstance.




  In the Single Pitch Instructor curriculum, there are a handful of prescribed techniques that are taught. However, the bulk of the material is driven by concept. A concept is a general idea of how something should work. For example, you may wish to set up a toprope with an anchor that self-adjusts to a variable direction of load. There are a number of ways to do this. You could use a quad or a magic-x with load limiting knots, or an equalette. What you use doesn’t matter. Instead, what matters is that you achieved a self-adjusting system, which is conceptual in nature.




  In the SPI curriculum there are a number of concepts. An SPI provider’s goal is not necessarily to have a student ape exactly what is in this text, or exactly what an individual instructor has taught, but instead to demonstrate an understanding of each concept and how to apply it.




  How to Use This Book




  


  

  This book is broken into two major sections. The first part (chapters 1 through 4) covers instructor knowledge. The information here, concerning everything from professionalism to pedagogy, combines to provide a foundation of base-level knowledge that every climbing instructor should have. The second part (chapters 5 through 15) delves into the specific technical skills that are needed to effectively run programs in a single pitch setting. Like the first part, this second part also provides a foundation, though this foundation is built of technical skills.




  To fully understand and appreciate the material presented in this text, readers should have a solid understanding of toproped climbing and have experience with traditional climbing. This is not a “how-to-toprope” book or a “how-to-lead-climb” book, but a book that assumes you already have those skills and wish to take them to the next level.




  This text was specifically designed as a supplement to the AMGA SPI program. It was not designed to be used by independent practitioners without the oversight of a qualified instructor. Readers of this book are strongly advised to work through the material herein with an AMGA Single Pitch Instructor Program Provider.
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  AMGA Single Pitch Instructors Tom Kirby and Erin Smart toprope at Mount Erie in Washington State.
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  CHAPTER 1




  The Role of a Climbing Instructor




  Working as a climbing instructor is a very special job. The dream is alluring: work at the crag every day under cloudless skies, become a master climber, explore new places, meet fascinating people, and teach them the art of rock craft. And while the dream is alluring, it doesn’t reflect the complete picture. The reality is that when you become a climbing instructor you are no longer able to follow your climbing whims or operate the way you may have in the past as a recreational climber.




  Working as a climbing instructor and climbing recreationally are two very different things. Recreational climbers assume a limited amount of responsibility for one another. There is an implied assumption between partners that each person will be the primary manager of his or her own safety.




  Professional climbing instructors are not climbing recreationally and are not climbing for themselves. The job requires managing risk first, followed closely by the quality of the student experience.




  The most critical role that a climbing instructor provides is that of a risk manager. First, we have to manage our own exposure to the inherent risks of working in a vertical environment. There is no student security without instructor security. And second, we must manage the risk to our students.




  While risk management is the most important aspect of the climbing instructor’s job, the quality of the student experience comes in a close second. When working in a climbing program, personal goals and ambitions are put aside. It is not about you “living the dream,” but instead is about the students, their goals, and their ambitions.




  At the outset one of the best ways to achieve the dual objectives of managing risk and student experience is to choose an appropriate crag. If the crag is appropriate to the student(s), then both the objective and subjective dangers will be manageable. Additionally, the student climber will feel comfortable in the setting and will be more emotionally open to learning the art of climbing.




  The other major difference between recreational climbing and climbing instruction is the obvious fact that a climbing program is an instructional setting where students look for advice and training. This means, for example, that once an appropriate crag has been chosen, then the next step is to choose an appropriate curriculum. Think about where a student is at the beginning of the day, and what the desired goal is at the end. Don’t skip or rush through instruction to accommodate instructor desires. Focus on where the student is and where he or she needs to be.




  The most effective instructors are those who recognize these distinctions early in their instructional career. The most ineffective are those who attempt to teach while still acting as a recreational climber.
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  Terri Condon leads a trad climb during her AMGA Single Pitch Instructor Assessment at Joshua Tree National Park, California.









  



  CHAPTER 2




  Professionalism




  Doctors, lawyers, and teachers don’t have too many conversations about professionalism. They don’t have to. They act the part without anybody telling them to. They dress appropriately for their workday, they use the language of their respective professions, they make concrete plans about how they are going to handle the challenges of their day, and they are respectful of those they’re working with. Additionally, professionals are up to date with the best and most current practices in their field, they undergo formal training, they demonstrate a level of mastery through peer assessment and certification, they pursue continuing education, and they adhere to a code of ethics.




  When climbing instructors act professionally, they represent three different interests. First, they represent themselves. If an instructor would like to be thought of as a respected professional, then she has to act as one. Second, they represent the companies, schools, or programs that they work for. In this day and age, a lack of professionalism can lead to negative press online, which can have a serious and long-term impact. And third, instructors represent all climbing instructors. If a recreational climber has a negative experience with one climbing instructor, that often creates an impression of climbing instructors in general.




  Clearly, if an instructor develops a reputation for a lack of professionalism, it will affect his or her bottom line. Program directors don’t want to hear anything negative about their instructors. What they want to hear is that everybody had a successful and enjoyable day.




  Presenting oneself as a professional engenders trust and confidence from one’s students. But there’s a great deal more to professionalism than just attitude. Professionalism is something that should permeate every instructional day from the moment a student has contact with an organization to the moment he or she leaves.




  Pre-Program Preparations




  


  

  Professionalism starts in the office. The best way to present a professional program is to be prepared. Following is a short list of questions to consider before meeting students at the crag:




  • Are there land-use permits in place or has permission to operate at the location been granted? If charging for a program on public lands, a land-use permit will be required. If operating on private lands, you may need to obtain permission.




  • What are the rules and regulations regarding the area?




  • Do you have liability insurance, or do you have coverage from the organization that you’re working for?




  • Do the marketing materials accurately reflect the experience that you will provide your students?




  • If working a course for an organization, do you know what the marketing materials say about the course or program that you intend to run?




  • Do the students have any medical conditions?




  • Do you have student emergency contact information?




  • Did you collect climbing biographies from your students?




  • Have you or a representative from your organization been made available to the students to answer any questions that they might have?




  • Have you researched the area where you plan to operate? Do you have a Plan B, in case your initial plan for the day falls through due to crowding or some other unforeseen circumstance?




  • If it’s going to be an instructional day, do you have lessons prepared?




  • Do you have a release or acknowledgement of risk form for your students?




  • Have you developed an emergency plan?




  • Do you have appropriate first-aid training for the location that you intend to work?




  • Do you have other required credentials? Some areas require instructors to obtain a state guide’s license, and others require individuals to hold a Leave No Trace Trainer or Master Educator certification. If you’re providing meals, some areas may require that you hold a food handler’s license.




  Obviously, some of these issues will be the responsibility of the organization an instructor works for. However, if the organization doesn’t provide information on the questions that seem to be its responsibility, then it’s the instructor’s responsibility to make sure that each of these questions has been answered.




  At the Instructional Site




  


  

  Professionalism continues from the office and into the field. Once in the field, an instructor is a role model not only for the students, but also for other recreational climbers in the area. With that in mind, instructors should model the way that they believe people should act at the crag by being considerate and having a low impact.




  Managing both the students and the scene is an important part of the day. This management doesn’t necessarily relate only to the technical and pedagogical aspects, but it also pertains to how the instructor relates to the group, how the group acts, and how the instructor interacts with recreational climbers.




  The crag needs to be a place for people to experience climbing without feeling put down or threatened. Threatening language in particular is sometimes not obvious and can come from inappropriate comments or jokes that might seem minor to an instructor, but can have an impact on one or more of the students. It is important to continually monitor the language, jokes, and conversations taking place so that all members feel respected.




  When in contact with recreational climbers or other instructors, be professional, courteous, and friendly. Try not to tie up routes when other parties are waiting and make sure that students park themselves and their gear in unobtrusive places.




  The ropes, harnesses, and equipment used on a program should be in good repair. The instructor’s rack and rope should be organized in the instructor’s pack before arriving at the crag. When unpacked, everything should remain organized. Avoid creating a “yard sale” at the base of the crag with equipment and packs scattered all over the place.




  Most instructors choose to carry a notebook with student information, lesson plans, and time management strategies. This helps an instructor stay on track and organized. An organically run day without set lessons, strategies, and notes is feasible for advanced-level instructors, but should be avoided by those new to the profession.




  The way that each individual instructs is different, and it’s often difficult to determine how long it will take to teach certain lessons or to cycle through students at a toprope or rappel site. For new instructors it’s important to keep track of how long each activity takes in the instructor’s notebook. This will help with time management strategies on future programs.




  Managing student time is only one aspect of time management. Often the most time-consuming element of the day is setting up and taking down systems. It is imperative that instructors have mastery of these foundational skills. Additionally, when planning for the day, instructors need to remember to account for this time.




  AMGA Single Pitch Instructors are required to be able to lead 5.6 traditional routes and to toprope 5.8, both in good style. These are minimum standards, and most instructors climb harder than the standard. Though an ability to “climb hard” is not a prerequisite for an instructor, an ability to model good technique is. Professional instructors should constantly work on their climbing skills in order to demonstrate the best technique possible.




  Professionalism at the crag is essential. A climbing instructor’s professional demeanor should be a model for students, for recreational climbers, and for other instructors from before the trip starts to the moment that the last student leaves.
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    A stack of permits and permit applications at the American Alpine Institute.




    JASON D. MARTIN
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