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Article

Does Challenge by Choice 
Increase Participation?

Daniel L. Chase1

Abstract
Challenge by choice (CBC) has been regarded as a foundational principle for challenge 
ropes course programs. Although CBC is widely accepted as the primary mechanism 
for facilitating intended ropes course outcomes, especially a participant’s involvement, 
until recently it had remained an untested assumption. This study explored the role of 
CBC as it pertains to participants’ involvement in adventure activities. Using a general 
inductive data analysis approach, three themes emerged: instruction, atmosphere, 
and challenge. Whereas instruction positively influenced involvement, atmosphere 
and challenge had both positive and negative influences. Findings suggest that CBC 
might be necessary but not sufficient in explaining students’ involvement in adventure 
activities.
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Most research conducted on challenge ropes courses focuses on favorable outcomes 
for groups and individuals (Glass & Benshoff, 2002; Goldenberg, Klenosky, O’Leary, 
& Templin, 2000; Hatch & McCarthy, 2005). Examples of individual outcomes 
include an increase in resilience (Green, Kleiber, & Tarrant, 2000), improvement in 
sense of hope (Robitschek, 1996), increase in individual functioning (Marsh, Richards, 
& Barnes, 1986), and increases in critical thinking skills (Noland, 2003). Collectively, 
these studies support the benefits of ropes course experiences.

However, findings should be viewed with some hesitation since all of the studies 
are founded on several untested assumptions. Wolfe and Samdahl (2005), for example, 
argue that ropes course research has been guided by several fundamental assumptions 
or beliefs and that related hidden biases may have restricted our understanding of 
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challenge ropes course programs and research. Specifically, two key foundational, yet 
untested, beliefs are (a) that risk (real or perceived) leads to positive outcomes and (b) 
that benefits are transferable. Despite considerable focus on benefits-based research, 
there have been minimal studies investigating potential negative outcomes of chal-
lenge ropes course programs.

Similarly, challenge by choice (CBC) has been considered the primary mechanism 
for promoting positive participation; yet, it too is an untested assumption (Panicucci, 
2003). This study specifically examined the assumption that CBC was presented to 
and understood by participants in ways that influenced the nature of their involvement. 
Since its inception, the concept of CBC has been regarded as a foundational principle 
and standard operating procedure for challenge ropes course programs (Itin, 1996; 
Lisson, 2000). The term, originally coined by Karl Rohnke and adopted by Project 
Adventure in the mid-1980s (Rohnke & Grout, 1998) was envisioned as a way to 
invite, rather than force or coerce participants to engage in challenge activities. 
According to Rohnke (1989), CBC offers participants,

•• The chance to try a potentially difficult and/or frightening challenge in an atmo-
sphere of support and caring.

•• The opportunity to “back off” when performance pressures or self-doubt 
become too strong, knowing that an opportunity for a future attempt will always 
be available.

•• The chance to try difficult tasks, recognizing that the attempt is more significant 
than performance results.

•• Respect for individual ideas and choices. (p. 14)

Although Rohnke’s description of CBC appears simple enough to understand, mul-
tiple interpretations have made the implementation process quite inconsistent. Rohnke 
and Grout (1998) described how, over the years, practitioners frequently have miscon-
strued the concept of CBC, depicting such misinterpretations as “misses”: misappre-
hension, misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and miscomprehension (p. 16).

As a first step in addressing the issue of “misses,” Rohnke and Grout (1998) found 
it necessary to re-clarify the original intent of CBC and reminded readers that from the 
outset, CBC was designed as a way to invite participant involvement in challenging 
activities. It was believed that, by offering choices among different levels of challenge, 
participants would be inclined to join in various activities voluntarily, if not eagerly. 
Unfortunately, and perhaps to the dismay of Rohnke, some participants would listen to 
a facilitator’s instructions and then respond with, “I choose not to participate.” 
Ostensibly, when facilitators emphasized choice per se, participants viewed this as a 
way to opt out of activities.

Years after Rohnke and Grout (1998) clarified the original intent of CBC, Lisson 
(2000) noted ongoing confusion about its interpretation. Further evidence of such mis-
interpretation is found in a comment by James Neill (2005) who claims that “a partici-
pant may choose to sit out an activity and this right must be respected by others in the 
group and instructors” (p. 1). Neill is not alone in his thinking. Haras, Bunting, and 
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Witt (2006) suggest that when facilitators are working with a group, they should 
remind the group members that

challenge by choice allows them to do as much of an activity as they want and choose 
how, if at all, they will participate. They are told that it is important to feel comfortable 
and they may step out of the activity. (p. 341)

Connected with the issue of misinterpretation are the different ways in which facili-
tators use CBC to design and implement their programs. Some facilitators only men-
tion CBC in a cursory manner to frame their programs while others apply and revisit 
the concept throughout their programs. As a way to offer opportunities for all partici-
pants, Lisson (2000) noted that CBC should be included in all aspects of the program 
design, planning, and implementation. He further described recommendations to help 
facilitators apply CBC throughout the process of their entire program.

Part of this process of including CBC throughout program design and implementa-
tion should include ways in which facilitators’ actions will be congruent with what 
they say. As noted by Itin (1996), this congruency appears to be lacking in many pro-
grams. In fact, Itin has described how facilitators sometimes use CBC as professional 
enabling, which he describes as permitting participants to continue with their old 
behaviors by simply agreeing with them when they do not want to continue in an activ-
ity. In these instances, facilitators may think that they are honoring participant choice 
when, in fact, they are failing to confront participants’ ongoing, unchanging behaviors, 
thereby assisting them in avoidance behavior.

Participants not only sidestep choosing an appropriate level of participation but are 
also allowed to avoid participating altogether. Itin also notes that non-participation 
frequently occurs when facilitators ascribe more importance to successfully complet-
ing a physical challenge than to attempting it. By assigning more significance to per-
formance than to effort, a facilitator’s message may be received more as a demand 
than an invitation. Indeed, the essence of CBC is to provide an invitation to risk in a 
supportive setting. But if facilitators are either misinterpreting CBC or not applying 
CBC correctly and consistently, the perceptions and actions of some participants may 
contradict anticipated outcomes.

If CBC is to remain a foundational tenet of challenge ropes course programs, 
research is warranted on how this concept is being presented to and understood by 
participants. Furthermore, with choice being such an integral component of CBC, and 
with no examination of how choice is perceived by challenge course participants 
(Wolfe & Samdahl, 2005), a careful examination of how CBC is incorporated into 
challenge course programs is overdue.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore the role of CBC in an adventure setting as it 
pertained to participants’ involvement. Four sub-problems guided the study as fol-
lows: How did the instructor view and share CBC (verbally and through activities)? 
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What were participants’ understandings of CBC (meaning, approval, and worth)? Did 
the design and presentation of activities reflect recommendations in the CBC litera-
ture? and Did non-CBC factors (e.g., classmates, weather, and personal events/issues 
external to the course) have a bearing on participants’ degree of involvement?

Overview of the Research Design

This study employed a qualitative research design. Patton (1990) suggests that qualita-
tive research methods are especially appropriate where little empirical research exists. 
Thus, with little known about the CBC philosophy related to participants’ involve-
ment, deducing from the literature possible explanations and testable hypotheses was 
not a viable approach. Also, considerable time interacting with participants was neces-
sary to acquire useful data. To construct and describe students’ understanding of CBC 
as related to their involvement, data collection and analysis used an emergent (as 
opposed to pre-determined) design. Furthermore, primary questions were outlined to 
help guide data collection strategies. Data were collected during several scheduled 
classes. Data collection procedures included (a) observations and audio-taping,  
(b) interviews, (c) student journals, and (d) field notes.

Participants

All of the students were between the ages of 18 and 22 and all had freely chosen to 
take the ropes course class to satisfy an elective in their respective programs. Thirteen 
students were enrolled in Class 1, 11 in Class 2, and 9 in Class 3. All 33 students were 
observed during each data collection period; however, not all participants were inter-
viewed. Interviews were conducted with 10 students from Class 1, 4 from Class 2, and 
4 from Class 3. Each student agreeing to the interview phase of the research was inter-
viewed one-on-one on two separate occasions. The interviewees were chosen primar-
ily for their willingness and availability to participate in this phase of the research. 
They were representative of the other students and no particular differentiating char-
acteristics appeared evident during the course of the study.

During this study, the researcher observed and interviewed a challenge ropes course 
instructor teaching three 8-week, university challenge course classes. The instructor 
for all of the courses was instrumental in bringing the course to campus 20 years ear-
lier. A seasoned veteran in the field of adventure education, the instructor’s 40 years of 
experience has been noted in the field. The researcher was a doctoral candidate at the 
university, and at the time of research, he had 12 years of experience working at a 
number of adventure programs. The location was chosen for its relative ease of 
accessibility.

Data Collection

Data were collected to provide rich, thick description of the instructor’s and students’ 
understanding of the concept CBC as they engaged in an 8-week challenge ropes 
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course class, and the impact that understanding had on students’ involvement (Patton, 
2001). The specific data collection procedures used in this study included (a) observa-
tion and audio-taping of the instructor’s presentation of CBC, (b) formal and informal 
interviews of the instructor and students, (c) student journal responses, and (d) the 
researcher’s descriptive field notes (observations, impressions, and deliberations). 
Observational data were collected during the 1st, 4th, and 8th week of the scheduled 
classes. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the instructor 1 week prior to 
the start of the classes and then again 1 week after the classes ended. Two semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted with 18 of the 33 students enrolled in the classes. The 
first interview was conducted during the 4th week with a subsequent interview con-
ducted during the 8th week of the scheduled classes. All interviews followed an inter-
view guide, pseudonyms were used, and transcripts were maintained throughout this 
study and are still available for review.

Informal interviews with the instructor took place at the end of each class session 
and focused on the upcoming day’s events. Informal interviews with the students were 
conducted as often as possible and helped develop rapport and clarify the researcher’s 
observations. These informal interviews took place before and after class sessions. As 
a participant observer, a descriptive record of the researcher’s observations and field 
notes was maintained throughout the study. Field notes focused on observations of 
student interactions, teacher interactions, individual behaviors, description of activi-
ties and how they were presented, and student interactions before and after class. 
Specific to observing activities, the researcher looked at whether or not the activities 
were being presented in alignment with the recommendations outlined in the litera-
ture. All of the field notes were typed after each observation period and included per-
sonal reflection. The data from the field notes were used to create questions for the 
formal interviews.

Data Analysis

Data collection and analysis were performed in tandem, whereby data analysis informed 
data collection (Patton, 2000). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the question 
addressed by trustworthiness is straightforward: “How can an inquirer persuade his or 
her audiences that the research findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to?”  
(p. 290). To account for trustworthiness, three recommended procedures were used:  
(a) triangulation, (b) member checks, and (c) external audits (Creswell, 1997).

Triangulation refers to the practice of collecting data from a diverse range of par-
ticipants and using multiple data sources to provide corroborating evidence to help 
shed light on a theme (Creswell, 1997). Utilizing a number of data collection tech-
niques (e.g., interviews, observations, and descriptive field notes) helped provide a 
more complete representation. Furthermore, to add credibility to the study, each data 
source was used to cross check individual accounts.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe member checking as evaluating consistency, 
which involves the process of sharing the researcher’s interpretations of findings with 
participants. Considered as the most critical technique in establishing credibility 
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(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and as an important method for ruling out any misrepresenta-
tion of participants’ meanings, member checks were used as a systematic process for 
soliciting feedback from interviewees.

To further establish credibility, an outside faculty member was invited to serve as 
an external auditor. The auditor’s sole involvement with this study was to review 
objectively the process and product of the research and to evaluate its accuracy 
(Creswell, 1997). In that role, the auditor assisted in determining whether the findings, 
interpretations, and conclusions were supported by the available data. An audit trail 
was maintained, detailing the research process, throughout the study.

Data collected from three sources (interviews, observations, and journal entries) 
were analyzed using the general inductive analysis approach Dey (1993). The final 
product of the analysis process is a written account of how the condensed categories 
are interrelated and connected with the main themes and how these themes help 
explain students’ involvement in an 8-week challenge course class.

It is important to note the limitations of this study. First, the research site and popu-
lation were chosen primarily for ease of access and students’ willingness to participate. 
Students were college age and freely elected to take this 8-week course for credit. This 
group met three times a week for 8 weeks. This group differed from a more traditional 
1-day ropes course program in the sense that students met 24 times. Findings from this 
group should not be generalized beyond this setting.

Sample Observation Period

This section details a written account of the observations during Week 1. These rounds 
of observations began as students started to congregate around the bleachers. Both the 
instructor and researcher welcomed the students to class and then the instructor started 
the class with a joke that received mostly patronizing laughs. Moving quickly from the 
joke, the instructor then shifted his focus on recapping the last class session by asking 
whether anyone could tell him what CBC or the five-finger contract consisted of. After 
this recap, everyone in the class was invited to meet in the middle of the grassy area 
and wait for further instructions.

The instructor let the classes know that each time they met they would begin with 
a similar recap of the previous class period events and then jump right into an activity 
to get them moving and warming up. Today’s activity for warming up was partner tag. 
The rules of partner tag were explained to the students and were quite simple. The first 
thing each student had to do was to find themselves a partner and then decide which 
one would be chasing the other one first. Once the game began, students would chase 
only their partner trying to tag them. If they did tag them, the roles reversed and now 
they would be chased. To give the person that got tagged an opportunity to run off 
before getting tagged too quickly, the instructor added the rule that once you were 
tagged, you had to plant one foot on the ground and shuffle around in a circle three 
times before you were allowed to begin your chase. The game of partner tag lasted 
about 5 min with almost everyone panting. The instructor did stop the game after the 
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first minute to implement a safety rule; chasers were only allowed to tag their partner 
“appropriately” that is in the middle of the upper back.

Allowing students to get a quick breath, the instructor transitioned right into the 
next activity, “back-to-back and change three things.” Staying with the same partner 
from tag or changing to a new partner, the object of this game was to try and find what 
three things your partner changed when you were not looking. The game began with 
each partner facing one another. One partner was the guessing partner and the other 
was the changing partner. After spending about 1 or 2 min checking over their part-
ners, the guessing partner turned around to allow the other partner to change three 
things about his or her appearance. Once all of the changing partners had finished 
making their changes, the other partner turned around and attempted to figure out what 
changes were made. A few rounds of this activity were concluded with a short review. 
During this review, the instructor asked the group how they thought they were doing 
regarding the five-finger agreements.

The next activity “commonalities” also required a partner and again students were 
given the choice to keep their current partner or choose a different one. Actually, the 
instructor encouraged the students to switch partners each time just to get to know 
everyone a bit better. With their partner, each pair had to come up with three things 
they both had in common with one another. Students were encouraged to challenge 
themselves by coming up with things that were not so obvious. For example, they were 
encouraged to think beyond commonalities such as, we are both guys, we are both in 
school, and we each have arms. After the pairs shared their commonalities with the 
group, they were then instructed to join another pair and find three things the four of 
them had in common without using any of the previous answers. This continued until 
the entire class was together trying to find three things they all had in common. After 
a short review of the activity and a water break, the instructor had the class meet 
arranged in the form of a circle in the middle of the grassy area to await their next chal-
lenge, “speed rabbit.”

The activity “speed rabbit” was prefaced by letting students know that they would 
have an opportunity to act or appear inept in front of the class with the help of two 
other students. The class was arranged in a circle and with the instructor standing in 
the middle. While in the middle, the instructor gave the students the instructions. He 
let the classes know that three students would have to model one of three characters; 
John Travolta, a screaming Viking, or Elvis Pressley. After showing the students how 
to create the three characters and telling them that they only had until the count of 10 
to complete this, the entire class practiced each part of creating the characters.

The instructor informed the students that the game would begin as soon as he 
pointed at someone in the circle while saying the name of one of the three characters. 
The student pointed at and the students to his or her left would then have to create the 
character named before the instructor counted to 10. If any of the three students failed 
to create their part of the character before the count of 10, then the instructor would 
switch places in the circle and the new person in the middle would continue the game 
in the same fashion. Many rounds of the game were played with the addition of more 
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characters to increase the challenge. After a short review and time for a few students 
to compose themselves, the last activity, “circle in a circle” was introduced.

The activity “circle in a circle” was another ice-breaker activity used to allow stu-
dents to continue to get to know one another a bit more. Each person in the class found 
a partner and decided who would be “A” and who would be “B.” All of the “As” made 
a circle facing in. Their partners assembled a circle inside this circle and arranged 
themselves so that they were facing directly across from their partners. The next 
instruction was to have the partners discuss specific questions asked by the instructor. 
After discussing a topic for 2 to 3 min, the circles would rotate so that everyone ended 
up with a new partner. Sample topics included discussing favorite foods, what each 
student considered to be their dream vacation and why, favorite movies, and favorite 
scars and the story behind them to name a few. This activity continued until each stu-
dent had an opportunity to discuss at least one topic with each person from the other 
circle.

The class periods were wrapped up when the instructor described to the students 
how cool it was to observe everyone “getting into” their scar stories—lifting up cloth-
ing, hopping on one foot, and so on. The instructor also asked whether there were any 
questions about anything up until this point and then thanked the class for being will-
ing to try new things and stretch themselves. After asking the students to keep this in 
mind as they progressed through subsequent classes, the researcher was allowed time 
to schedule interviews.

The next observation took place during Week 3. Similar to the previous observation 
periods, this set of observations began as students milled around the stadium bleach-
ers. The instructor started the classes off with an introduction to the day’s events, fol-
lowed with a “corvette-speeding” joke that was received with a few laughs. The 
instructor also reminded the students that their next class period would be the transi-
tion to the high elements. He also used this time to remind any students that were 
apprehensive or nervous about the idea of climbing that they did not have to leave the 
ground to be successful in the class. With many students excited about the thought of 
climbing the next week and a few set at ease knowing that they were not required to 
climb, the game “Alaskan baseball” was introduced as a way to get the students mov-
ing for the day.

The game “Alaskan baseball” was similar to traditional baseball in the sense that 
there were two teams competing to earn “runs” against one another, but differed in 
many other ways. For instance, after choosing two teams, the following instructions 
were given. The team that was batting first needed to have one person toss a soft ball 
into the air and hit it with their hand into the field of play. The field of play consisted of 
the entire grassy area. After hitting the ball into the field of play, the batter could score 
one run for each time he or she ran around the rest of his or her huddled team. Of course, 
the defensive team could call a stop to the number of earned runs by fielding the ball 
and completing the following sequence: after the entire team lined up behind the person 
that fielded the ball, the fielder would then hand the ball backwards over his or her head 
to the next player in line. This player receiving the ball from the fielder would then pass 
the ball backwards between his or her legs to the next person in line and this sequence 
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would be continued until the last team member had the ball. As soon as the last team 
member received the ball, he or she would yell stop and the offensive runner would be 
“out” and could not earn anymore runs. This game did not have an out limit; rather each 
person on the team had an opportunity to “bat” before sides were switched. The team 
with the most runs after everyone had a chance to bat “won.” This game ended with a 
review which focused on strategies, competition, and the idea of cheating.

Asking the students to remember the focus of their review, the instructor introduced 
the group initiative, “overhand knot.” The instructor separated the large group into 
smaller groups of four and continued by modeling how to tie a simple overhand knot 
in the middle of a three foot piece of rope. Each group member demonstrated that they 
knew how to tie the knot and then listened intently for the next set of directions. The 
small groups of four were instructed to have two members hold each end of the short 
rope in their left hands. With their right hands empty, the two people holding the rope 
then reached their hand out to another group member and held their hand. This created 
a link of four people with a short piece of rope between the middle two members. Once 
the group of four was linked, and without letting go of the rope, the next task was to 
tie the overhand knot. The instructor also let the groups know that if they finished 
before another group, their next task was to offer suggestions and assistance to other 
groups, but only if the other groups wanted it. This group initiative ended with a 
review of the activity and focused on things such as what worked, what did not work/
held you back, and so on. The instructor then asked the students to bring any successes 
from this activity to the next group initiative, “traffic jam.”

After taking a short water break, the activity “traffic jam” was introduced to the 
entire group. This activity required an even number of players and as luck had it, each 
class had an even number of students in attendance. Working as one group, the students 
needed to navigate a series of steps (poly spots placed on the ground) in a particular 
order to complete the activity. The instructor had placed poly spots on the ground about 
18 inches apart in a v-shape. Students were then asked to stand on a spot of their choice. 
Once the students found a spot, the instructor added another spot that divided the group 
into two equal halves and then told the group that they had to be facing the direction of 
the vacant spot. This was the only vacant spot available at the start.

The instructor next informed the group that they did a great job finding a spot to 
stand on, but unfortunately they were on the wrong sides, in reverse order and to com-
plete the activity they would have to switch. Immediately students simply walked off of 
their spots to the other side and the instructor let them know that he had not finished 
giving all of the rules. The additional rules were as follows: a person could move to a 
vacant spot if it was right in front of them; a person was allowed to step around some-
one facing them only if the next spot was vacant; the person behind you could step 
around you if there was a vacant space in front of you; no player was allowed to step 
back; players could only move one spot at a time or move past one person at a time; the 
group was given as much time as they needed to figure this out; and anytime they could 
not make a move they had to reassemble to their original formation and begin again.

After many attempts and a few looks of frustration, the instructor reviewed this 
activity by letting the group know that they had every right to feel successful because 
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of their persistence and level of engagement. He then followed that up with the ques-
tion, “What things worked or allowed the group to be successful?” Finally, the instruc-
tor transitioned to the next activity by asking the group to bring “things” that worked 
in “traffic jam” to the next activity. He also informed them know that upon hearing the 
instructions for the next group initiative, the group must have a plan in place and com-
municated to him prior to making any attempts.

The next and final group initiative for the day, “nuclear fence,” was more physical 
than the previous activity. The “nuclear fence” consisted of a cord, 4 feet from the 
ground stretched between two poles 10 feet apart. Two classes had the cord parallel to 
the ground; the other class had the cord placed on an angle going from 4 feet on one 
pole to 5 feet on the other pole. This variation was set up intentionally to see whether 
students recognized the different choices being offered. The next set of instructions was 
straightforward; each group had to get over the cord. However, the following restric-
tions were in effect: the group members were not allowed to use the poles; the group 
must remain connected with one another throughout the activity (connection could be 
anything from holding hands, clothes tied together, feet touching, etc.); the group could 
neither go under the cord nor have any body part under the cord; and the group could 
not go around the outside of the poles. The final restriction was presented to the groups 
as an option that must be agreed upon by all members before beginning the activity. The 
options were as follows: If any person touched the cord at any time, the entire group 
must start again; if any person touched the cord, only that person had to start again; or, 
if any person touched the cord, either that person or any other person already over the 
cord could start again. All three groups decided on the final option, if a person touched 
the cord, that person or any other person that was already over could start again.

Activities were presented in a carefully sequenced order with a gradual increase in 
difficulty. The activities were presented in the following order: (a) name games and ice 
breakers, (b) group initiatives and trust activities, (c) low elements, and (d) high ele-
ments (Rohnke, 1989). Often all four of these activity types will be included in a pro-
gram; but, depending on program or group goals, some programs may only include 
name games and initiatives. Others may add low elements or high elements, or both. 
All of the activities used in the series of the challenge course experiences can be 
adapted or modified to meet various program goals.

Findings

Focused on answering the four research sub-problems, the data analysis revealed three 
main themes. These themes emerged throughout the data analysis process and each 
main theme included sub-themes and initial codes. The three main themes, “instruc-
tion,” “atmosphere,” and “challenge,” will be explained by discussing the sub-themes 
and the four research sub-problems. All three themes were interrelated and contributed 
to explaining students’ involvement, but not in any hierarchical fashion. Therefore, no 
inferences should be made about the order in which the themes are presented.

An important aspect of this research was to investigate the instructor’s view of 
CBC and how he shared that with his students both verbally and through interactions. 
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Based on the initial interview with the instructor, it was clear that he understood and 
viewed CBC in the same manner as Karl Rohnke (1989) had intended it. When com-
pared with Rohnke’s description of CBC, the initial interview transcript was nearly 
identical. The instructor described CBC to the students on Day 1, and the students 
agreed with thumbs up that they understood the philosophy. Probing more deeply, the 
students were also asked to describe CBC in their journals at the end of Day 1 and they 
all were able to articulate Rohnke’s idea. For example, one student remarked in his 
journal that CBC

is a guiding principle in ropes course programs allowing me to choose a level of challenge 
that is appropriate. I don’t have the right not to challenge myself and I know the attempt 
is more important than the outcome because I will be able to make future attempts and 
this is a safe atmosphere. I can also back off if I get too nervous or scared. Oh yeah, 
throughout the semester I will have a chance to try challenging things and we all agreed 
to respect ideas and choices of others. (Student 6)

Another student reported in her journal that CBC let her

try risky things in a supportive atmosphere where the attempt was more important than 
the outcome. I get to pick my appropriate challenge, but I cannot just check out from an 
activity. I can also back off if things are too risky for me. And finally it states that we need 
to respect others’ ideas and choices. (Student 1)

As shown from the two journal responses, which were similar to other students’ 
entries, students were able to communicate what CBC meant to them. All students 
were able to articulate similar remarks in their journals. This data complements the 
students’ thumbs up agreement. Next, it was important to investigate whether or not 
the instructor’s understanding was communicated through subsequent actions. More 
specifically, it was found that the instructor “walked his talk,” thus minimizing confu-
sion by saying and presenting the same ideas of CBC.

The final sub-problem investigated whether non-CBC factors (e.g., weather and 
personal issues external to the course) had a bearing on participants’ involvement. 
During student interviews, 18 interviewees remarked that weather was not a factor 
because it had been rather pleasant up until that point. They further commented that 
they were familiar with the weather changes common to this geographical area and 
that they would be prepared for adverse conditions. Only one student noted that her 
lessened involvement during an activity review session was because the topic under 
discussion was a bit too personal for her. Further explanation of the sub-problems will 
be discussed as related to the main themes.

Instruction

The main theme “instruction” contributed to students’ involvement during the 8-week 
challenge course class. The theme “instruction” consisted of three sub-themes: instruc-
tor/facilitator, subject matter, and instructional method.
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Instructor/facilitator. The instructor greatly impacted student involvement. Many stu-
dents commented on the instructor as being caring and supportive, while others noted 
as assets his personality, knowledge of adventure education, and approachability. The 
following excerpt highlights the instructor’s likeability as well as his tendency to 
encourage a group to work matters out for themselves.

I think he’s been a great instructor so far. I think he does a good job. He doesn’t give a 
whole lot of input. Because he tells us the rules and then he steps back and lets us work it 
out and do what we want to do. (Student 5, first interview)

Allowing students to work as a group with minimal instructor input aligns with the 
experiential approach (Kolb, 1984).

Another frequent comment was an appreciation for the instructor’s knowledge and 
caring attitude.

I like him as a person; he makes you feel comfortable while you do the activities. He asks 
if there’s anything that you’re not comfortable with and he generally cares about what 
you’re doing. He wants you to stretch. (Student 6, first interview)

Subject matter. Course content also influenced student involvement. The following 
excerpt highlights the difference a student noticed between the adventure class and 
other classes.

In other classes, I can name the three people who sit around me. And this class by the 
second or third day I could name every single person in the class. I think it’s definitely a 
better dynamic within this class versus other academic classes like economics or math. 
(Student 8, second interview)

Other students commented that values in this class, such as opportunities to be 
responsible and support one another, were typically absent in many other classes. “It 
was a lot of fun to work with other people and kind of take on a responsibility. You 
don’t really get that in other classes” (Student 2, second interview). “Everyone’s happy 
to be here. They can give their input and feel that it’s valued from the group. And a lot 
of other classes nobody really cares about that” (Student 6, first interview).

Instructional method. The final sub-theme, “instructional method,” was also found to 
have a positive influence on students’ involvement. The majority of students reported 
that the instructor’s experiential method of teaching was a positive influence on their 
involvement. “Sometimes we think we need more but it’s fun to do some team build-
ing and working around it to try and figure out how to do it with just what we’re given” 
(Student 1, first interview).

In accord with the adventure education literature, students remarked on the impor-
tance of the sequence and progression of activities (Panicucci, 2003). Students revealed 
that the order in which activities were presented (ice breakers, name games, initiatives, 
low elements, and finally high elements) was important to their involvement.
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If you started with the highs first that would be foolish. There’s no working together. 
That’s what it’s all about, trusting each other and working on activities. I think if you 
started with the highs and then went to the lows, there’s no way I’d go up in the air. 
(Student 6, second interview)

This excerpt indicates not only a student’s awareness of the progression of the activi-
ties but also that he explicitly would not have been involved if the presentation of the 
low elements and high elements were reversed (due to a lack of development of trust).

Atmosphere

Students identified atmosphere as a factor impacting their involvement. The theme 
“atmosphere” included three sub-themes: interest/novelty, risk/fear, and support.

Interest/novelty. Novelty has long been used by adventure educators as a way to 
increase involvement. Priest and Gass (2005) commented that novelty is a hallmark of 
good adventure education and further contend that as participants’ level of involve-
ment increases, their ability to learn also increases. Although this research did not 
focus specifically on student learning, many students remarked that their level of 
involvement was enhanced by a novel/interesting atmosphere. “It’s kind of amusing to 
watch different people try different things. It’s not like this is something you see every 
day” (Student 8, second interview). “The higher ones are more fun of course. The 
more adrenalin you get from trying something that looks so wild just made me want to 
at least try all of the high elements” (Student 4, second interview).

Risk/fear. Risk and fear factored into students’ involvement, serving sometimes as a 
motivator and sometimes as a barrier to participation. The following excerpts illustrate 
how risk and fear factored into these students’ involvement during the high elements. 
Both recognized that the activities were designed with limited real risk and higher 
perceived risk; yet, knowing there was little possibility of actually getting hurt, fear 
still affected their degree of involvement.

I guess you could say that I was kind of motivated by the fear of it. So it’s just kind of 
pushing yourself beyond your comfort zone and which I guess was the whole point of this 
exercise. (Student 14, second interview)

I don’t panic unless there’s actually a legitimate need to panic. I don’t psych myself out. 
There are definitely a couple of times where I’d give myself the three count and end up 
going to a 9 count or something but I understand that the challenges are controlled risks. 
(Student 2, second interview)

Increased involvement by most students was motivated by a desire to manage their 
fears. Some, however, were less involved at times due to fear. The following excerpt 
suggests how fear of intimidation, rejection, and the appearance of ineptness might be 
reasons for lessened involvement.
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I was kind of intimidated during the lows by having people watch you or listen to an idea 
and be afraid that my idea would be rejected. I didn’t want that to happen so I just didn’t 
say anything. (Student 5, second interview)

Two other students informed me of their fear of heights and commented that there 
was no way they were even going to try to leave the ground. Classmates, too, noticed 
fear in their postures, facial expressions, and voices when they thought about climb-
ing. Nonetheless, later in the class, both attempted to climb part way up a pole; how-
ever, both also indicated that they were too fearful of heights to make further attempts.

Support. Closely linked with risk/fear was the sub-theme “support.” Described as an 
important factor of CBC, support is necessary as students attempt potentially frighten-
ing challenges. Earlier the instructor was described as caring and supportive. This 
section details how students understood support as a factor of their involvement. The 
following student’s remarks illustrate how she avoided hurting a classmate, while also 
comfortable that the group would not let her get hurt either.

During the nuclear fence I didn’t want to hurt the guy I was stepping on, so when one of 
(my classmates) moved, I think that’s what caused me to fall. But I just didn’t want to hurt 
him. Otherwise I felt safe and when they caught me and I was falling it wasn’t like, Oh 
no I’m going to fall and hurt myself. It’s, “Oh I’m falling. It’s not a big deal.” (Student 
13, first interview).

The next excerpt shows a solid link between risk and support. This student remarked 
that he was comfortable with the group because he trusted them with his well-being. Trust 
is something that is developed over time at the ropes course, and throughout the 8 weeks, 
the instructor informed them that trust is something they were building, not testing.

This class helps me in a way to know that risks can be taken under certain circumstances. 
You’re not going to get hurt. Just being able to trust other people in a group is big for me 
because a lot of people nowadays aren’t thinking about others; they just think about 
themselves. (Student 4, second interview)

Students also noticed that support develops over time. Later in the class, they realized the 
importance of enhancing their support of one another and how far they had come thus far.

I think we’re getting better about support and caring. I really do think we are better about 
being more supportive of each other and congratulating each other when we’re successful 
or something. I definitely think we have more room to grow but I think we’ve gotten 
better. (Student 11, first interview)

Challenge

The final aspect that contributed to students’ engagement in class activities was their 
responses to challenge. Two sub-themes, avoidance and acceptance, emerged here and 
avoidance appeared as intentional and as unintentional.
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Avoidance. Observations seemed to suggest that some students were not genuinely 
involved but merely “going through the motions.”

I’m involved without really being involved because, well, some of the activities that he 
has us do are just retarded [sic] and so I got over on that, participated in them, but I really 
don’t want to participate in them so I do the minimum of it. (Student 18, first interview)

Another student was less disparaging, but explained how she avoided assuming a 
particular role in low element activities. Later in the semester, this student informed me 
that she would probably panic were she asked to be in charge of something during a low 
element activity. She therefore links a lack of involvement with both avoidance and fear.

I’ve included myself to a certain degree for certain ones, but I’ve also zoned out. I tend 
to do that. I don’t want to be team leader just yet. Low elements and team building 
activities aren’t my favorite thing. (Student 17, first interview)

Students also noticed that, for some classmates, there was either minimal or token 
involvement, and they speculated as to why this happened. “I definitely know other 
people who can just go along with an idea because they don’t care about this class” 
(Student 5, second interview)

I can see students just choosing the easy way out and whether that’s for the benefit of the 
class so you don’t have to start over or maybe it was for the benefit of yourself so you 
don’t have to look like an idiot in front of others. (Student 8, second interview)

A few of the students were unmistakable in their reasons for being uninvolved. Not 
surprisingly, this same student noted previously that some activities were “retarded.”

I only took this class for the “A” and I’m only concerned with trying to look like I’m 
involved and interested so that I don’t fail the class. I really need the “A” to boost my 
GPA. (Student 18, first interview)

Each of the aforementioned avoidances was intentional. But in some instances, 
students avoided challenges unintentionally because, for some reason, they did not 
understand or appreciate the challenges. These two students were more aware of chal-
lenges available in low elements than in high ones despite the many options and levels 
of difficulty offered at each high element.

I think there’s more action and challenge in the lower elements because in the higher 
elements there are just a couple of ways you can go up and go across or whatever. But the 
low elements you get a little more say about how you want to go ahead and do something. 
(Student 5, second interview)

In the high elements it was either like you’re doing it or you’re belaying or you’re back 
up belay. You weren’t like coming up with ideas they’re really kind of stringent rules 
about who’s doing what as opposed to the low elements where people could do whatever. 
(Student 9, second interview)
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Conversely, this student associated challenge more with high elements than lows.

I think maybe there wasn’t as much challenge in the lows just because there was really no 
area for change. It was really like we were stuck with the activity until we got it done and 
we pretty much took as much time as we needed until it got done. (Student 11, second 
interview)

Acceptance. The next sub-theme revealed that students’ acceptance of challenge 
impacted their involvement. Closely linked with CBC, many students recognized the 
different challenges and were eager to be involved. Responding to an interview ques-
tion about lack of challenges in the high elements, this student recognized that it was 
his responsibility to increase the challenge when appropriate.

I did it once (traversed a high element) with my eyes closed. I did it (again) with someone 
else and we were up there, and we did the chicken dance. I was just trying like to make it 
more interesting and stretch ourselves a little bit more. (Student 9, second interview)

Even before learning of CBC, the next student gave the impression that she uses 
CBC principles in her daily life. Intrigued by her comments, the researcher followed 
up informally and discovered that she constantly looks for challenges, whether it be 
meeting new friends, trying a new sport, or taking this class.

I try to push myself as much as I think I can. So that’s a good factor for me to try and be 
involved. I always want to do everything I can. I think I usually try to live by the challenge 
by choice philosophy and that’s why I try to be involved in everything, not just this class. 
I try to live by that, always pushing myself and not just sitting back. (Student 13, first 
interview)

Discussion

CBC was presented to students and comprehended by them in a manner intended by 
the instructor; that is, aligned with challenge course literature. Positive aspects of their 
participation reflected the intent of CBC as evidenced by the three main themes that 
emerged in this study: instruction, atmosphere, and challenge. However, in-depth 
exploration of the three main themes revealed that, although perhaps necessary, CBC 
was not sufficient in explaining the nature of participant involvement. Closer exami-
nation of the four sub-problems helps to explain how the three main themes are con-
nected with CBC while also revealing other factors that had an impact on student 
involvement.

The first sub-problem (instructor’s view of CBC) examined the instructor’s notion 
of CBC and the manner in which he shared that view with students, first verbally and 
then through activities. During the initial interview, it was determined that his view of 
CBC aligned closely with challenge course literature. The instructor then shared with 
students this same view of CBC thereby setting the stage for the remainder of the study. 
Moreover, CBC was neither misused nor misapplied by the instructor. In fact, there was 
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congruency between the instructor’s verbal explanation of CBC and his design and 
presentation of activities. This was an important finding because congruency is often 
lacking in program design, resulting in reduced participant involvement (Itin, 1996).

The second theme, atmosphere, is associated with CBC in light of Rohnke’s 
description of a setting wherein participants are offered opportunities to try new things 
in an environment where there is respect for individual ideas and choices. In this study, 
students embraced the idea that it was acceptable to back off when performance pres-
sures or self-doubt became too strong. There was never a report from a student that he 
or she felt pressured into completing an activity. In fact, students indicated that they 
viewed peer pressure in the adventure class as a type of encouragement and support, 
never forcing others to continue attempts if they felt uncomfortable. Their comments 
about encouragement exemplified the supportive atmosphere developed and fostered 
by the students and instructor.

The final main theme, Challenge, is inextricably linked with CBC. Not only is chal-
lenge the first term in the CBC philosophy but it is also presumed that by providing 
appropriate levels of challenge in a supportive atmosphere, participant involvement 
will be both positive and maximized. The two related sub-themes, Acceptance and 
Avoidance, were linked with CBC in different ways. A closer examination of challenge 
acceptance and challenge avoidance provides a platform for addressing the second sub-
problem involving students’ understanding of CBC. As already noted, and based on 
journal responses, students indeed understood CBC as it was intended. Determining 
whether this understanding influenced their involvement warranted closer examination 
of the theme Challenge and sub-themes, acceptance and avoidance.

Rohnke (1989) argued that by offering choices among different levels of challenge, 
participants would be inclined to join in various activities voluntarily, if not eagerly. 
Most students reported that they were involved and that they accepted challenges for 
the sake of involvement; yet others avoided challenge either intentionally or uninten-
tionally and, by their report, were less involved.

Numerous students accepted challenges, reflecting a willingness to try new things 
for personal growth. Many of these remarked that risk motivated them to push beyond 
their comfort zones. Students who embraced challenge for the sake of growth also 
remarked that, when not explained by the instructor, it was their own responsibility to 
find an appropriate level of challenge. This is important in that some students took 
initiative for creating value for themselves whereas others struggled with discerning or 
creating challenge for themselves in the absence of detail in the instruction. The latter 
were referred to as unintentional challenge avoidance.

Unintentional challenge avoidance was quite prevalent throughout this research. 
Although the instructor offered a continuum of challenges for each activity, some stu-
dents were unable to recognize available challenges during both the high and low ele-
ment activities. Some students considered a challenge to be the completion of an 
activity versus the process of working with others during an attempt. And some were 
willing to conform for the sake of simply finishing the activity. These occasions were 
referred to as intentional avoidance, which also included instances where, for a variety 
of reasons, students put forth the least effort possible.
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As mentioned already, fear factored considerably into some students level of par-
ticipation. Some worried about heights, while others expressed social anxieties—
being wrong, appearing silly or inept, or seeming “un-cool” in front of their peers. 
Only a few students admitted social fears as a reason to avoid participation, but obser-
vations suggested that these fears were felt by others. Findings from this study also 
suggest that risk can also lead to negative outcomes. For example, when two partici-
pants confronted their fear of heights, the result was increased fear and decreased level 
of involvement. Thus, fear and risk can lead to negative outcomes. This is an important 
discussion point, not only because prior research has assumed that risk (real or per-
ceived) leads to positive outcomes but also because the degree of difficulty presented 
in a challenge must match the awareness, needs, and abilities of the individual 
participant.

The third sub-problem investigated whether the design or presentation of activities 
aligned with CBC, as well as whether the activities related to participants’ involve-
ment. The overall theme of Instruction is linked to CBC simply because the instructor 
designed and presented adventure activities in a manner that provided students chances 
to try potentially frightening or difficult challenges in a safe atmosphere. Students 
commented that the instructor was caring, fun, supportive, and well suited to instruct 
this class. Although the findings could be interpreted as an evaluation of the instructor, 
it is more important to note that the instructor was following “best practices” as out-
lined in the literature (Schoel, Prouty, & Radcliffe, 1988). Many choices and levels of 
challenge were offered for each activity. An interesting finding concerned students’ 
involvement relative to activity design and presentation. Although different challenges 
were available in activities, they did not always seem to be readily apparent and, there-
fore, not viewed as a choice or option. Student quotes from the theme “instruction” 
suggested that they were involved as a result of the manner in which the instructor 
presented the activities (his fun, silly demeanor, and supportiveness). However, they 
were less aware of any choices within activities, which also might have influenced 
their participation.

The final sub-problem investigated whether non-CBC factors (e.g., weather, and 
personal issues external to the course) had a bearing on participants’ involvement. The 
answer to this question was not as straightforward as anticipated. This question may 
not have been explored in enough detail, or it may not have been a factor impacting 
involvement. During student interviews, questions were asked in a general and infor-
mal fashion, only alluding to factors such as the weather or personal issues.

Future Research

Spawned from the ongoing data collection and analysis, many questions arose through-
out the research process. Many of these questions should guide future inquiries. Findings 
from this study indicated a number of factors that influenced student involvement: notion 
of fun, novelty and presentation of activities, risk (social, physical, and emotional), and 
CBC principles. While notions of fun were unrelated to this study per se, student com-
ments and observations revealed that many students focused overwhelmingly on having 
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fun during the 8-week challenge course class. Questions that arose from this focus 
include the following: What is the role of “fun” in a ropes course setting? How is it 
viewed (defined) by participants and instructors? Does it influence (enhance, detract) 
participant learning, and under what circumstances?

The findings from this study also confirmed Priest and Baillie’s (1987) explanation 
that the novelty of challenge course activities leads to increased engagement. Future 
research should examine the following questions regarding novelty: What degree of 
importance do students ascribe to novelty? Does it influence (enhance, detract) partici-
pant learning, and under what circumstances? How is novelty viewed by participants 
in a shorter ropes course program (one day) compared with a longer ropes course 
program (multi-day)?

Summary

To summarize, the purpose of this study was to explore the explicit assumption that 
CBC positively influences student involvement. This assumption involves three com-
ponents that logically contribute to a climate of involvement: instructor, participants, 
and activities. A closer examination of these three components, however, reveals the 
intricacies that contribute to a climate of involvement. For instance, in this study the 
combination of the instructor’s view and understanding of CBC and how he expressed 
that view to participants, both verbally and through his actions and activities, were key 
ingredients in developing a climate of involvement. Similar to Haras et al. (2006), this 
research notes the importance of program design and delivery. More specifically, 
future ropes course facilitators should focus on congruency between what they say and 
what they do to maximize choices.

The findings in this study lend general support to the assumption that CBC posi-
tively influences participant involvement. However, there are caveats and qualifica-
tions. First, it is important to consider whether participants understand and accept 
CBC. In this study, most students understood CBC, but not all of them fully embraced 
it. Whereas all students were capable of explaining CBC, some were involved largely 
for reasons other than personal growth (i.e., a course grade).

Second, other programs might differ appreciably from how CBC was implemented 
in this study. The instructor expressed CBC to the students both verbally and through 
actions. The actions included his own behaviors and instructional style as well as the 
manner in which he designed and presented activities. All activities were designed and 
presented as outlined by best practices (Schoel et al., 1988). That is, all of the activities, 
both high and low, offered a variety of challenges and variations. While the presentation 
and design was an important component contributing to the climate of involvement, 
students’ response to the design and presentation was equally important. Findings 
revealed that some students struggled with being able to recognize the different levels 
of challenges being offered, occasionally resulting in decreased involvement.

In summary, the researcher found support for the assumption that CBC positively 
influences student involvement. More specifically, findings from this study suggest 
that CBC might be necessary, but not sufficient in explaining student involvement and 
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that other factors deserve consideration. It is also likely that, without genuine and 
constant implementation of the fundamental tenets of CBC, participant involvement 
will not be as substantial as hoped or anticipated.
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