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A Safe Thrill

Scream machines, sky rockets, or plain old roller coasters . . . whatever you call them, would you believe they have been around since the 1600s? Only back then, the ride wasn’t called a roller coaster, and people rode down on sleds. That’s right, sleds. It all started in the frozen land of Russia. Only the most daring would navigate down a narrow, 70-foot wooden ice ramp. When the idea of the Russian sleds moved to France, the winters weren’t cold enough for sledding. That’s when wooden tracks were added to the slide, and wheels were added to the sled. Then it was truly a “roller coaster”! People plummeted down the steep slope just for the thrill of it, hoping they wouldn’t get hurt. People then and now love the exhilaration of a good roller coaster ride. However, safety is much more important. 

Roller coaster safety has greatly improved since the opening of the first real roller coaster ride in the United States, in 1884. To ride “The Gravity Pleasure Railway,” passengers climbed a set of wooden stairs to the “station.” Then, they got into the car and were pushed down over a few hills. When the car stopped, passengers climbed up another set of stairs. Meanwhile, workers would heave the car up to the top of the second station. The passengers boarded the car again and rode back to the first station on a different track. 

At this time, roller coaster cars fit onto tracks similar to the way trains fit onto railroad tracks. They were always in danger of derailing. It wasn’t until 1912 that John Miller designed under-track wheels. The wheels underneath the track kept the cars from jumping off. The under-track wheels also made it possible to build gigantic wooden coasters with steeper hills, sharper turns, and faster speeds. Speaking of fast roller coasters and how to stop them . . . the first roller coasters did not have brakes! The ride operator was in charge of pulling a lever to engage the stopping system. Brakes today are automatic and controlled by a computer. They stop by using air pressure, and they don’t rely on the strength of the operator to make sure the ride comes to a safe halt. 
[image: A Safe Thrill]

Another safety improvement is the type of restraint that holds riders in their seats. The first coasters had no restraints at all—not even a seat belt. Now, almost all rides have at least a seat belt, and most also have a lap bar as well. For the most thrilling rides, a shoulder restraint is also used. The shoulder restraint is made of steel, and it locks in place over the shoulders. It prevents riders from flying out when speeding through loops and spins, and it protects their bodies and heads from too much movement during the ride. 

Restraints became very important after 1959, the year the first tubular steel roller coaster opened to the public. Steel tubing allowed new coasters to be bent into loops, curves, and hills that had never been seen before. The tubes provided a major design and safety improvement because cars’ wheels could run on the top, bottom, and sides of the tube. This helps keep the car securely in place through all the hair-raising twists and turns of the ride. 

Today, roller coasters are safer than ever before. To be as safe as possible, be sure to read the sign posted in front of each coaster. The sign is meant to help you stay safe. Also, it is important to follow the safety instructions given when you enter the ride. The operator will explain how to properly secure yourself into the coaster. Once you are properly secured, the coaster will be a safe thrill for you to enjoy!




ELL CONSIDERATIONS: 

1. Some ELLs may not be familiar with or have the experience of riding a roller coaster. Bring their attention to the picture included with the passage. Teach the words roller coaster, thrill, safety. Ask the students about their experiences riding roller coasters. 
1. Discuss the subject of safety with the students first by focusing on a more familiar subject such as automobiles. Discuss the importance of seat belts, speed, car materials, brakes, etc. Then, discuss safety as related to roller coasters and try to elicit things roller coaster designers can do to improve safety. 
1. ELLs tend to read words literally and, therefore, often misunderstand idiomatic expressions. Write a few idioms from the passage on the board to pre-teach, highlighting both their literal and figurative meanings. Here are some of the idioms to discuss: scream machines, plain old roller coasters, hair-raising twists. 
1. Explain or discuss with ELLs the following vocabulary prior to introducing the passage. These key words reflect academic concepts at this level. The meaning of vocabulary can be discussed with students, paraphrased, exemplified in a sentence, or discussed via synonyms or antonyms. 

Tier two words: 
3. daring
3. plummeted
3. exhilaration
3. operator
3. navigate
3. halt

Tier three words: 
3. derailing
3. restraint
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