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Purpose 

In 2018, a documentary called Free Solo shocked audiences as they watched climber Alex 
Honnold climb El Capitan in Yosemite National Park without any ropes or safety equipment. 
Throughout the documentary, Alex was interviewed about his extreme and thorough preparations 
for the climb. His message was clear. Preparation feels better than luck. This lesson should be used 
either at the beginning of setting long term goals or to revive goals that feel tedious and 
unattainable. Think about what opportunities you already offer in the school year that need this 
kind of mindset. If you don't have a project that involves this kind of work, consider designing one 
to try it out. 

Teacher Work 

I used three videos to help me capture the essence of Alex Honnold without showing the full 

documentary. I do not believe that the full film is designed for young audiences, especially 

presented in school. Finding clips will help keep up the pace and allow you to pick and choose the 

segments that get the point across. 

 

We generally do not like to link anything into our lesson plans. Links often change, videos get 

removed, and what may feel acceptable to me in my classroom may not be the same for your 

students. That being said, I did like the videos I found and want to give teachers a place to start. 

Always preview the videos you choose to show and be thoughtful about possible triggers for 

children in your room and make choices that are responsive to your classroom community.  

 

1. Alex Honnold's Ted Talk: How I climbed a 3,000-foot vertical cliff -- without ropes | Alex 

Honnold 

While Alex is certainly more of a climber than a presenter, he participated in a Ted event where 

he talks about his climb. Here, he shares the main sticking points about conquering fear and what 

it means to be prepared. I like this since it is a first account of his thinking, but I also think that the 

11 minute talk feels a bit too long to kid viewers.  

 

2. Vanity Fair Interview: How They Filmed the First El Capitan Climb With No Ropes in "Free Solo" 

| Vanity Fair 

This Vanity Fair interview captures the perspective of the directors Jimmy Chin and Elizabeth Chai 

Vasarhelyi. They talk about the film, give a brief overview, and talk about some of the challenges 

that they faced in filming.  

 

3. Boulder Problem Clip 

One of the most difficult pitches on El Cap is called "The Boulder Problem." This was one of the 

maneuvers Alex had to practice many times in order to master the process of getting through the 

pitch. This one is a good example to show. On YouTube there are a bunch of videos not only 

capturing the clip, but also showing other climbers attempt a similar situation.  

 

 

 

 

 

Alex Honnold is a very 

impressive athlete, but his 

sport is risky with a high 

chance of death. Think 

through all the ways that 

his story can be both 

inspiring and troubling 

and consider if it is best 

for your classroom. 
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Before watching the clips:  
 

I was amazed when I watched this documentary. Alex Honnold is a free solo climber - a rock 

climber that doesn't use ropes, harnesses, or any safety equipment. This is a very dangerous kind 

of climbing that relies on the athlete's strength, endurance, and preparation in order to be 

successful. What was even more amazing is how much it has to do with our Speech Night 

preparations. He has this mindset about how prepared he needs to feel in order for his climb to 

feel fun. He surprisingly doesn't really like taking risks. Speech Night can feel risky too - I could 

just get up there tomorrow and muscle through it, but that wouldn't feel fun. Setting yourself up for 

success means really preparing so that when you achieve your goal, it felt more fun than lucky. 

Student Work 

After teaching the students about Alex Honnold and bringing it back to our own goals, we made 

an anchor chart to help us refer back to what we learned.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chasing triumph is risky 

and dangerous - not 

quite like a free solo 

climb, but it can feel that 

way to a 3rd grader. 

We teach about courage 

and calming strategies, 

we make positive self 

talk posters, we discuss 

contingency plans B, C, D 

and E for any possible 

situation that may arise 

that night.  
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There are a couple ways you can have the students contribute to this lesson. In my class, we built a 

huge "El Cap" out of poster board, then created our own climbers that would scale the wall as we 

accomplished smaller check points leading to the big goal of Speech Night. We made sure that 

students knew that they were only competing against themselves, just like Alex. It wasn't about 

getting to the top first, it was about how proud you were in your work along the way. We 

displayed El Cap and our anchor chart at Speech Night.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Closing 

This feeling doesn't only come from big speeches. It comes from anything that was born from 

consistent long-term effort. It comes from really failing before succeeding. It comes from beating 

that little voice of doubt inside that sometimes shouts, "I don't know if I can do this" over and over.   

This lesson is designed to help kids in the midst of working toward a long-term goal. Pop yourself 

and your students out of the drudgery of continued practice. Reinvigorate their work ethic and 

help them set their next goals. Fight the good fight for delayed gratification to teach students how 

miraculous it can be. 

Another modification 

could be creating a 

climber and writing their 

goals on the climber’s 

body. How will you 

ensure each child sees 

themselves inside this 

lesson? 


