
SELF AWARENESS 
 
BEST FOR: Ages 4-18, preferably used as an intro for those who haven’t started 
slacklining yet.  
 
OBJECTIVE: To use the slackline as a metaphor for life. To encourage students to 
have confidence in their own abilities. A lesson on self-awareness through the study 
of Saint Dean Potter’s life. 
 
This lesson comes from the Secondary Sports Assemblies by Brian Radcliffe 
(https://books.google.com/books/about/Secondary_Sports_Assemblies_40_sport_the.
html?id=J92vhJudhhUC&printsec=frontcover&source=kp_read_button#v=onepage&
q&f=false) and is modified for our purposes. 
 
MATERIALS: A Slackline or Piece of Rope, approximately 3 meters long.  
 
ENGAGEMENT: 
The climbing rope is laid out in a line on the floor as students enter. 
 
[TEACHER:] Who has a good sense of balance? Who could walk along this rope 
without falling off? 
 
(Invite three students to the front and allow them each a few chances to walk the 
rope. Give a commentary on their attempts, emphasising their successes.) 
 
That seemed quite easy. I now need two extremely strong students to help with the 
next part of the act.  
 
(Invite two students to the front and ask them to take hold of the two ends of the 
rope and to pull it taut, about two feet above the ground.) 
 
(To the rope walkers): Do you think you could successfully walk the rope now? 
 
(Take the students’ responses, allowing attempts if appropriate, then ask students 
to return to their places.) 
 
I think we have a number of problems here with rope walking. First, there’s the 
difficulty in anchoring the rope securely to two immovable points. Moveable anchors 
don’t encourage confidence. Second, there’s the fact that the rope is a slack nylon 
rope that stretches under pressure and swings from side to side as you try to 
balance. It’s not the same as the steel cable that the tightrope walker in the circus 
uses. That’s much more stable. Third, there’s the simple fact that some people don’t 
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have the balance required. Finally, a raised rope with air underneath it considerably 
increases the fear factor, even for those who’ve been successful at ground level. 
We’re frightened of falling off, even when the rope’s only two feet above the ground. 
It’s a psychological factor that makes it harder to achieve what we were able to 
achieve earlier.  
 
REFLECTION: 
Dean potter was a slackline walker. In fact, he is one of our very own Patron saints of 
the Slacklife. He walked a rope just like this one. He overcame the first problem I 
mentioned by anchoring the rope to pinnacles of rock, using a tensioning system 
that pulls the rope very tight. It still moves under his body weight--that's why it’s 
called a slackline as opposed to a tightrope--but the tension does give it some 
stability. The first rocks he used for anchors were just a few feet above the ground. 
However, the pinnacles he would eventually choose were often thousands of feet 
above ground level and so have given rise to the name ‘highlining’.  
 
*YouTube some videos of Dean Potter accomplishing amazing feats to build the 
stoke.* 
 
Dean is known for his free solo feats. The pinnacles are not going to move but, if he 
falls without safety gear, he will kill himself. The psychological fear factor is amplified 
hugely when viewed from such a height. So what does Dean do to enable himself to 
successfully complete each slackline walk? 
 
Let’s take a look into his mind: 
 
*Have someone read aloud this excerpt from The Space Between, an article he wrote 
for the Alpinist: 
 
“White-throated swifts dart past as I stand on the Upper Rim of Yosemite Valley. 
Their whoosh makes me flinch, splintering my concentration on the Lost Arrow 
Spire. I check the rope around the tree, clip in with my sticht plate and rappel into 
the shadowed notch. My lucky red swami cuts into my lower ribcage, constricting 
airflow. 
 
Sixty feet down I reach a ledge and stare at another strand of webbing. The one-inch 
ribbon flutters in the air, spanning the sixty-foot gap between myself and the Spire’s 
tip, half a mile above the Valley floor. I can’t help thinking of blood as I unwrap myself 
from the crimson belt and let it drop to my bare feet.  
 
I carefully rub chalk into the sole of each foot, then sit on the edge of the highline 
and focus my entire attention on my outward breath. My ears ring with my sharp 
exhalations. Tremors rush up my spine and into the base of my skull. A wave moves 



across the line and into my flesh. I rock forward, stand up unattached and unleash 
everything within me. 
 
My vision turns black and white except for the searing red line. Sounds fade.I feel 
faint, face flushed with heat. My muscles tense, but I hold calmness in my center and 
loosen my arms from the shoulders to my fingertips. The moment sickens me, and 
my mind tries to stop it, but I command myself to walk.  
 
The line rattles in all directions, forcing me to lean aggressively sideways. Catching 
the line would be impossible if I slipped in this position, but I relax through the 
uncertainty.  
 
Rational thought disappears. Midway across I find precision and begin to play, toying 
with the thin ribbon and immense air. I sway serenely, as if I could float to the end. 
With a few quick steps I spring forward, feet hitting the coarse white granite of the 
spire. My eardrums reverberate with my own raw scream.  
 
My eyes turn back to the line. I want more! I face the gap, reaching out my right foot. 
Deep blues and varied greens shine into my eyes. Muffled vehicle noises from the 
Valley floor filter into my awareness. I’m halted by a clear voice in my head--the 
words of a friend who hit the deck and lived. ‘The moment you feel unstoppable,’ it 
says, ‘is the time you need to say,’I’ve had enough.’ Golden light flickers through my 
eyelids. I sit down in disbelief and think back to my first experience on the line. * 
 
*Reflect on this passage with the students. Discuss the techniques he is using to 
cross the line successfully.* 
 
That’s right! 
 
Dean was very regimented in how he prepared for the walk. His usual approach 
went something like this: 
 
Step one is to relax. Before he steps out onto the rope, Dean Potter sits around a lot 
and stretches easing the tension out of his body and mind. Fear causes the brain to 
revert to survival mode. Every conscious and subconscious thought is telling him not 
to do this and his body responds by becoming tense. Tension will affect his balance 
and control. Carefully he must persuade his mind and body to relax. 
 
Step two is to focus. As he walks the narrow rope, Potter thinks about nothing 
beyond the next step. For him, that next step is all he must achieve. Only when it’s 
been taken does he focus on the next, then the next, one at a time. 
 



Step three is not to look down. Dean Potter knows he can walk the slackline. He’s 
done it many times on a low line strung between two trees in his backyard. He’s 
walked the same slackline with perfect balance and perfect control. He knows he 
has the ability and must not allow the psychological factor of the height to affect 
him.  
 
RESPONSE: 
As you have now seen, slacklining is more than just a physical activity. It represents 
so much more. It represents the way we live our lives. Stepping out on the slackline 
represents taking a risk. It means stepping into the unknown. Doing something that 
scares you. 
 
Have you ever stepped out onto a slackline in a metaphorical sense? Have you ever 
been faced by a situation that pushed you beyond your normal limits? Maybe a 
public speech, singing karaoke, a race, a visit to someone you don’t really know; you’ll 
all have your own example.  
 
How can you prepare for stepping out? 
 
Step one is to breathe and relax. Some people relax by going for a walk. Others like 
to listen to music. If you’re the sociable type then it might be the company of friends 
that helps. Choose something that helps you push your fear and apprehension to 
the back of your mind. 
 
Step two is to take it one step at a time, just like on the slackline. Focus on what is 
most important. If you’re like me then there’s always a list of things that need doing, 
or opportunities to take up. Prioritize and decide what you most want to achieve. 
You may find it helpful to visualize packing up all the other jobs into a bag and 
putting the bag away, leaving just the important one in front of you. Then tackle the 
job one bit at a time. Don’t let yourself be overawed by the length of the essay, the 
thickness of the book, or the five miles you have to run. Set a short-term target, 
maybe to write 50 words, to read 25 pages, to reach the first mile marker, and then 
to move on to the next.  
 
Step three is to live presently in the moment. Avoid thinking about what might 
happen if you don’t manage to complete the task. Just like on the slackline, if you 
think about falling, you probably will fall. Be confident in the ability you have and 
allow it the freedom to take you through. Remind yourself of the perfect way in 
which you played the flute solo at home, the round of applause you gained at the 
dress rehearsal, the sound of your confident voice in discussions with your friends. 
You already possess all the skill needed to achieve your objective. Then take the first 
step, the second, the next, and before you know it, you’ll be at the other side. Just like 
Dean Potter.  



 
MEDITATION AND REFLECTION 
*Pass out a handout with the following questions, write them on the board, or ask 
the questions aloud and have the students write down their answers. * 
 
What do you feel nervous about right now? 
What have you previously achieved that is similar? 
Visualize yourself starting and completing the task you’re nervous about. 
Congratulate yourself on your success. 
Now go and do it for real. 
 
Think about the words of this response. Make it your own prayer if you wish.  
 
CLOSING DISCUSSION 

1. What makes you nervous? Discuss as a group. 
2. Why is it usually harder to achieve success in public than in private? 
3. Dean Potter sometimes uses a leash or a parachute as his safety. What safety 

gear do you have for the times you don’t quite succeed? How can friends 
help? 

 


