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If At First You Don’t Succeed… 

� The Endless Caverns 
� Lesson Plan 3 



If At First You Don’t 
Succeed 

Introduction: 
When Zabetta asked Figley why he didn’t offer up his suggestion about the Zoar 
River, he told her he was afraid if the idea came from him it wouldn’t work.  When 
she asked him what was wrong with having an idea that didn’t work, he said it’s 
embarrassing.   Zabetta then explained that making mistakes is part of problem 
solving and if they had all been too afraid to try their ideas, they’d still be stuck in 
the caverns.   
This lesson is designed to give kids the experience of having to persevere through 
a challenging situation.  Students will have to make a ball of clay float in water 
without using any material other than the clay.  This is not an easy task and 
requires a lot of trial and error.  However, it’s a great activity to teach students the 
importance of patience, perseverance, and confidence. 
  
Social/Emotional Concept: 
Self Confidence 
  
Teaching the Standard: 
1.  Read Figley and the Endless Caverns. 
2.  Remind students that Zabetta had said that being wrong is part of solving 

problems.  Ask students to discuss what she meant by that.  Why is it okay to 
be wrong sometimes? 

3.  The essential idea you’re trying to convey is that the nature of problems is that 
they are not always easy to solve.  If we were expected to be right all the time, 
we could never work at solving complex problems.  Good problem solving 
involves lots of trial and error.  

4.  Tell students that you are going to give them a challenge that will require them 
to use Zabetta’s advice to Figley about problem solving. 

 
Practice the Process: 
1.  Pass out a ball of clay to each student and have them describe it to each other. 
2.  Then ask them to predict what will happen if it were placed in a tank of water. 
3.  Once the predictions have been shared, place your demonstration ball of clay 

into a tank of water for the class to observe (it will sink immediately). 
4.  Ask student why they think it sinks. 
5.  When ideas have been shared, introduce the challenge. 
 
Figley’s River Raft Challenge: 
In the Endless Caverns, the four friends had to fashion a raft using whatever 
available supplies they could find.  The raft not only had to float, but also hold all 
four friends as they journeyed down the roaring rapids of the Zoar River.  In 
Figley’s River Raft Challenge, the students must use their only available material 
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(clay) to do the same thing.  They must find a way to make their clay float in water 
and hold passengers (pennies) without sinking.  
1.  Instruct students to work in teams to plan designs for their clay.   
2.  When they have a design they want to test they can bring it up to the front to 

place it in the tank.  All students should stop their work and observe each test 
so they can see how each design works.   

3.  Each time a group tests a boat, place a tally mark on a sheet of chart paper to 
keep track of all failed attempts.    

4.  At some point during this activity, a group will create a boat that floats.  When 
this happens other groups will discover the secret to making boats that float.  
When this happens tell each group that they have to create a boat that they 
want to use for the penny part of the challenge.   

5.  Once each group has their boat ready, have one group at a time place their 
boats in the water.  Then have them place one penny at a time into their boat 
until it sinks.  Keep track of how many pennies fit in the boat before it sinks.   

6.  In the end, look at each design and discuss the attributes of the boat that held 
the most pennies.   

7.  Draw students attention to the number of attempts it took in order find a design 
that worked.  Remind them about what Zabetta had said to Figley about 
problem solving and ask them how their mistakes helped them in this activity.  
Finally ask them why it was important to stick with the challenge and not give 
up?  What were they able to accomplish by persevering through the failed 
attempts.   

8.  Before sending students to their seats, give each student their Figley’s River 
Raft Challenge Trophy for completing the challenge.  

  
Assessment: 
1.  Pass out the Figley’s River Raft Challenge Reflection sheet. 
2.  Students work on this independently and turn it in when they are done. 
  
Celebrations of Achievement: 
Figley’s River Raft Challenge Trophies 
  
Ancillary Items: 
1.  Page 3: Black Line master of the Figley’s River Raft Challenge Trophies. 
2.  Page 4: Figley’s River Raft Challenge Reflection sheet. 
 
Supply List: 
1.  Clay 
2.  Tank of water 
3.  Pennies 
4.  Chart paper and pen 
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Figley’s River Raft Challenge Reflections 
  

  
Name: _____________ Date: ______ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.  How did seeing the boat designs that didn’t work help you 

create one that floated? 
 

2.  How many pennies did your boat hold? 

 

3.  What changes would you make so your boat could hold more? 
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