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Abstract
There is paucity of knowledge regarding learning outcomes from outdoor leadership training 
courses. The aim of this pilot study was to examine progress in perceived leadership skills after a 
six-month outdoor education course, and to examine the effect of systematic feedback from fellow 
students. Seventeen students were randomized into intervention and control groups and partici-
pated in six outdoor excursions during which they took leader roles. The intervention consisted of 
systematic use of feedback from fellow students. To assess the progress in students’ perceived out-
door leadership skills, the students answered a questionnaire covering four categories of leadership 
both before and after the course. Significant progress in perceived outdoor leadership was found 
for all students after the six-month course. Systematic feedback from fellow students did not seem 
to enhance students’ perceived outdoor leadership skills. The reasons could be that the feedback 
was not given in the actual situations or that the student feedback was not valued. Feedback from 
teachers and from nature (self-experience) were found to be important for strengthening perceived 
leadership skills.

Keywords: outdoor leadership; situation-oriented learning; friluftsliv; feedback; fellow 
students

Received: March, 2021; Accepted: October, 2021; Published: January, 2022

Introduction

One of the primary aims of outdoor education courses in higher education is to cre-
ate competent outdoor leaders (Martin et al., 2006, p. ix; Priest & Gass, 2018, p. 10). 
One way to achieve this is by helping students develop self-management and auton-
omy (Faarlund, 2003, pp. 44–45; Tordsson, 2014, p. 259). Examining students’ per-
ception of their outdoor leadership skills can be one way to assess progress towards 
competence in outdoor leadership. Reflection, feedback, autonomy, real situations, 
self-support, and agency are often highlighted in literature to support diverse learn-
ing processes (Beames & Brown, 2016, p. 101; Norton et al., 2011; Vikene et al., 
2019, p. 107), and are central in experiential learning theory. Experiential learning 
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has been the educational philosophy and pedagogical approach in outdoor educa-
tion programs internationally for decades (Martin et al., 2017, pp. 23–24; Priest & 
Gass, 2018, pp. 36–45). Dewey (1938) and Kolb (1984) in Priest and Gass (2018, 
p. 41) underline the importance of solving problems by reflecting on experiences in 
real situations, and by developing new knowledge and competence as a result of that 
reflection. Small groups are important to enhance all the group members’ leadership 
experience, and because students are less afraid to try to lead when there are fewer 
people (aka critics, dissenters) than when the group is large. The term “friluftsliv” 
(literally: “free air living”) is common Norwegian vernacular and refers to time spent 
in nature doing non-motorized activities like hiking, backcountry skiing, camping, 
fishing or similar. Friluftsliv is very popular in Norway and there are numerous pro-
grams available that teach outdoor leadership skills geared towards guiding people in 
friluftsliv experiences. However, there are limited studies examining the effectiveness 
of such programs (Enoksen & Lynch, 2018; Vikene et al., 2019, p. 108), and no stud-
ies describing the perceived progression in outdoor leadership skills have been found.

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine: (1) to what extent students 
improved perceived leadership skills after a six-month outdoor education course, and 
(2) to what extent systematic use of peer feedback (fellow students), in addition to 
feedback from teachers, strengthened perceived outdoor leadership skills.

We expected all students to improve their perceived leadership skills, with the  
students in the intervention group showing the most progress. 

Learning to be leaders

Core competencies of outdoor leadership
Outdoor leadership requires a wide range of skills, including technical, organiza-
tional, self-management, judgement and decision-making, and interpersonal skills. 
In outdoor leadership courses, it is common to classify outdoor leadership into hard 
or soft skills. Hard skills are technical competencies such as rope handling for rock 
climbing, lead climbing on ice, kayaking white water and kayak rescues. Students are 
regularly assessed for hard skills in outdoor leadership programs. Soft skills, such 
as decision-making, judgement, and group relations in the field, are also commonly 
assessed (Graham, 1997, pp. 9–13; Martin et al., 2017, p. 5; Priest & Gass, 2018, 
pp. 114–125). Regarding hard or soft skills, most theories on leadership assume that 
leadership is a complex relationship between the leader and the context in which the 
leader is engaged (Graham, 1997, p. 12; Martin et al., 2017, pp. 5, 19; Priest & Gass, 
2018, p. 22). Leadership can be seen as a process driven by a person’s intention to 
influence, or to help a person or group to achieve goals they would not achieve by 
themselves (Graham, 1997, p. 12; Yukl, 2013, p. 18).

Yukl (1989, pp. 35, 59–60) describes four categories of leadership behaviour. These 
leadership behaviours are, in a pedagogical context, important for teaching students 
how to facilitate learning in an outdoor context. First, the giving-seeking information 
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category includes components that relate directly to communication skills (Sibthorp 
et al., 2007), teaching and facilitation (Martin et al., 2017, p. 5), instructional and 
facilitation skills and effective communication (Priest & Gass, 2018, p. 13). Second, 
the making decisions category is ubiquitous in management, leadership, as well as 
outdoor leadership literature. A major concern for outdoor leaders in making deci-
sions is judgement, a skill honed by honest reflection on experience. According to 
several studies (Enoksen & Lynch, 2018; Faarlund, 2003, pp. 48–50; Graham, 1997, 
pp. 10–11) leaders need judgement for social as well as physical problem solving 
and decision making. Third, a pedagogical leader needs the ability to influence people. 
Having a flexible leadership style (Priest & Gass, 2018, pp. 218–222) and being self-
aware of personal conduct and professional ethics (Martin et al., 2017, pp. 6, 56–58; 
Priest & Gass, 2018, pp. 14, 59–64) are skills that enable a leader to influence other 
people. Fourth, building relationships includes supporting, networking, managing con-
flict, and teambuilding, all skills needed for working with behaviours within small 
groups. Faarlund (2003, pp. 46–48) underlines the value of small groups and agency 
to build good relations, Sibthorp (2003) refers to verbal feedback from peers and 
leaders, and Graham (1997, pp. 66, 108, 122) the importance of caring, resolving 
conflicts and teambuilding. Yukl’s four categories, shown in Figure 1, are later elab-
orated as leadership behaviours, like task-oriented behaviours and relations-oriented 
behaviours (Yukl, 2010, p. 107, 2013, p. 64). 

Figure 1. An adapted version of Integrating Taxonomy of Managerial Behaviour (Yukl, 1989, 
pp. 35, 59–60), describing four categories of leadership behaviours, each exemplified by two or 
three subcategories. 
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In Norway, 79% of the population above 16 years of age spend time hiking in 
forests or mountains, and hiking is the most common outdoor activity in Norwegian 
daily life (Statistic Norway, 2020). Hiking in Norway stems from two 18th cen-
tury traditions, harvesting and mountaineering. Part of the Norwegian identity has 
roots in the self-sufficient mountain farmers, who were role models in being self- 
supported, free, and able to handle the challenges of living in, and of, nature 
(Tordsson, 2014, pp. 37–40; Vigane & Sæther, 2020, p. 17). Having good outdoor 
leaders leading groups of people into nature to continue these national traditions is 
therefore important in Norwegian society. 

The literature cited above on leadership behaviour provides a conceptual frame-
work for assessing progress in outdoor leadership development. This conceptual 
framework is used in Outdoor Education at University of Stavanger and was used for 
the pre- and post-course questionnaire for the present study.

Learning Outdoor Leadership

Situated learning (Faarlund, 2003, pp. 43–46; Tannenbaum & Schmidt, 1973; 
Vikene et al., 2019, pp. 112–113, 121) underlines the importance of being active 
and engaged and learning from real situations. Situated learning in a commu-
nity of practice is also supported by Høyem (2010, p. 76). By giving students the 
task of making a snow cave, for example, the teacher facilitates students’ learning 
to solve real problems in a meaningful situation. For an experience to be edu-
cative, Dewey (1938, p. 39) theorized that it must provoke a thirst for further 
learning, and it must connect meaningfully to the ”objective conditions of the 
learner’s life”. Wenger (2004, p. 24) interprets objective conditions as four key 
components of situation-oriented learning: First, learning activities should be 
contained within a meaningful context. Second, learning takes place in a commu-
nity where the learners accept affiliation. Third, practice-based activities must be 
as realistic as possible. Fourth, situated learning will eventually affect the learner’s  
identity.

Tordsson (2014, p. 17) similarly views friluftsliv as a practice that has natural (sit-
uational), implemented (action), and pedagogical (understanding) elements, and 
these three elements are deeply interconnected. To become a good outdoor leader, 
experience from different situations in the practice field is essential (Vikene et al. 
(2019, pp. 115–116). The active role and responsibility of students in both the plan-
ning and decision-making processes and in small group behaviour, is also underlined 
by Sibthorp (2003), and Sibthorp et al. (2007). 

Faarlund (1974, pp. 86–87), and Tordsson (2014, pp. 218–219, 245–249) both 
underline the importance of pedagogical aspects for agency and self-management 
in planning, implementation, and evaluation. By organizing students into small 
groups giving them responsibility like leading in turn, we facilitate for student-led 
engagement. 
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In the present study, feedback from fellow students and feedback from teach-
ers during excursions focused on leadership decisions made by students when 
in the leader role. The students made leadership decisions in areas such areas 
as orientation, finding a safe route in avalanche terrain, how to teach other stu-
dents to make a snow cave or igloo, fishing, tying appropriate knots and teach-
ing children. The students had to solve real problems in small groups with three  
others.

Reflection and feedback as tools for developing outdoor leadership 
Dewey (1938, pp. 68-69) theorized that learning occurs when a purpose for learning 
is formed, which involves observation, knowledge from external sources and from 
past experience, as well as judgement. This “complex intellectual operation” has been 
interpreted as the heuristic reflection in much of the experiential education literature. 
Reflection on action is widely referenced and adapted in experiential learning and 
outdoor education (Martin et al., 2017, p. 213; Priest & Gass, 2018, pp. 40–41). 
Reflection on action is central to this study because reflection on feedback from fel-
low students can help boost leadership skills. Reflection is “an in-depth consideration 
of events or situations; the people involved, what they experienced, and how they felt 
about it” (Bolton, 2010, p. xix). Feedback has been defined as “information provided 
by an agent (e.g., teacher, peer, book, parent, self, experience) regarding aspects of 
one’s performance or understanding” (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 81) 

In the Scandinavian tradition of learning by doing, inductive learning and prob-
lem-based learning are all well-accepted ways to facilitate learning (Vikene et al., 
2019, pp. 121–122). In learning related to friluftsliv, which occurs in natural envi-
ronments, students receive feedback from nature (self-experience). According to 
Hattie and Timperley (2007, pp. 86–87), students can develop strategies and reg-
ulate performance to reach goals by self-regulation. When new, unexpected situa-
tions occur, learners have to use creativity to solve problems (Beames & Brown, 
2016, p. 74). Recognizing patterns and reflecting upon choices and decisions are 
important to learning (Tordsson, 2014, p. 263). Feedback can help a student over-
come perceived limitations and help them discover unknown personal leadership 
resources instead of resist efforts to develop leadership skills (Priest & Gass, 2018, 
pp. 284, 301). In outdoor education at the University of Stavanger, feedback typ-
ically focuses on how students reflect on their decisions, how they seek and give 
information in a group, how they manage intra-group relationships, and how 
they act as good role models so the people they lead can be inspired and influ-
enced by them. This approach is consistent with that of Paul Petzoldt, founder of 
National Outdoor Leadership School in USA. According to Wagstaff and Cashel 
(2008, p.  129), Petzoldt proposed that feedback in judgement and decision- 
making skills is a core element in outdoor leadership. The importance of facilitating 
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for decision-making is supported by studies by Høyem (2010), Faarlund (2003, 
pp. 46, 49) and Hallandvik et al. (2017), which was conducted in a Norwegian out-
door leader education context.

Methods

Design and participants
This pilot study had a randomized controlled trial design and was approved by 
The Norwegian Centre for Research Data. The participants were students taking 30 
ECTS (study points) in Outdoor Education in their 2nd year of the bachelor program 
in Sports Science at the University in Stavanger. Twenty out of 24 students gave 
their written informed consent to participate, and 17 students completed both the 
pre- and post-intervention questionnaires. Thirteen students were male and 4 were 
female.

The participants were randomized into an intervention group (n = 12) or a 
control group (n = 8). To maximize practice and learning, students were randomly 
divided into three groups of four in the intervention group and two groups of 
four in the control group. The 6 international students were less experienced in 
winter outdoor life than the Norwegian students. Therefore a maximum of two 
international students per group was set to ensure safety and competence in each 
of the groups.This group size (4 students per group) was optimal with respect 
to performing learning activities such as making a snow cave, navigation, plan-
ning, organizing and leading excursions. Due to incomplete questionnaires, two 
students in the intervention group and one student in the control group were  
excluded.

The students’ prior experience in the outdoors differed widely. Some of the 
international students had little or no experience in outdoor activities and ski-
ing. Other students had spent time in the Norwegian Army and the Scouts, 
which includes spending long periods of time outdoors in the mountains in  
winter. 

The intervention 
The six-month intervention period included six excursions lasting from three to six 
days each: two teacher-led winter excursions, one student-led winter excursion, one 
student-led biking excursion, one teacher-led fishing excursion and one teacher-led 
hiking excursion. In addition, students taught outdoor activities in a forest to young 
students from a local school for about two weeks. Both the intervention group and 
the control group participated in all six excursions.

During the two student-led excursions, no teachers participated, and students 
were responsible for planning, organizing and leading fellow students. In the four 



Å. Vigane & S. M. Dyrstad

114

teacher-led excursions, teachers primarily observed and gave feedback to all the stu-
dent groups, while students in turn led their own group of four students during the 
teaching activities.

The intervention group was instructed to use systematic feedback while the 
control group was not given any formal instructions regarding giving feedback 
to fellow students. In both the intervention group and control group, feedback 
could be given during the day. For the intervention group, systematic feedback 
included observing the leader student closely and taking feedback notes during 
excursions and during the two weeks of teaching outdoor activities. They were 
expected to compile their notes into written feedback using a feedback form. 
This process was completed for each student leader in the group. The feedback 
form was based on Yukl’s four categories of leadership behaviour, customized for 
outdoor leadership. The feedback was shared during a feedback meeting within 
two days after returning from the excursion. The agenda of the feedback meet-
ing was to sum up, share and reflect upon their observations and written feed-
back regarding the four leadership behaviour categories in the context of outdoor  
leadership. 

Questionnaire
To assess the outdoor leadership skills of the students, a questionnaire based 
on Yukl’s classification of leader behaviour (1989, pp. 35, 59–60) was cre-
ated. As shown in Figure 1, the four categories of leader behaviour are broken 
down into subcategories. To assess students’ competence, 30 questionnaire 
items were developed based on Yukl’s definitions of the subcategories, as well 
as the specific activities at excursions. Table 1 provides an overview of the  
30 items. 

To classify students’ perceived outdoor leadership behaviour, students evalu-
ated their level of competence for each leadership behaviour before and after the 
intervention period using a Likert scale from 1–10, modified by the model from 
Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980, p. 15). This scale illustrates the level of outdoor lead-
ership: a score of 1–2 indicates novice, 3–4 indicates advanced beginner, 5–6 indi-
cates competent, 7–8 indicates proficient and 9–10 indicates an expert (Table 1). 
A similar questionnaire and Likert scale was used by Dale and Wrisberg (1996) 
in assessing behaviour in sport. The questionnaire in this study was tested and 
adjusted based on feedback from other students and colleagues before being used 
in the pilot study.

The questionnaire was answered online before and after the intervention period 
(January and June), and students used around 30 min on the questionnaire each 
time. By comparing responses from January and June, progress in perceived leader-
ship skills was measured. 
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Table 1. Items in the self-assessment questionnaire based on Yukl’s categories of leader behaviour 
(1989, pp. 35, 59–60)

Building relations 

1. Caring for others by listening and having the ability to empathize.

2. Caring for others by offering practical help.

3. Building a common understanding of the task. 

4. Building a positive group dynamic.

5. Identifying and solving conflicts.

6. Socializing and showing interest in others. 

Giving-seeking information

1. Identifying the required knowledge and competences within the group. 

2. Giving clear information about decisions, plans, and work tasks. 

3. Answering questions about various activities.

4. Communicating clearly everyone’s roles and tasks. 

5. Checking that the roles and tasks are fully accepted.

6. Providing guidance.

7. Monitoring decisions and work to ensure tasks are carried out.

Influencing people 

1. Acting as a role model.

2. Encouraging a positive attitude to all participants.

3. Encouraging participants to help and support each other.

4. Encouraging participants to do as well as they can.

5. Giving praise and recognition at the right time and in the right situation.

6. Showing respect and appreciation for the effort of others.

Making decisions 

1. Identifying task-related challenges before the excursion.

2. Designing goals and content for the excursion regarding the experiences and skills of the participants.

3. Making plan A, plan B, and a crisis plan. 

4. Conducting a risk assessment before the excursion. 

5. Identifying the cause(s) of the task-related challenges along the way and contribute to a solution.

6. Ensuring the safety of the group.

7. Handling emergency situations. 

8. Offering opportunities for self-determination in situations there is time for it.

9. Leading the group while accounting for conditions and goals.

10. Using dialogue to find good solutions to challenges.

11. Leading the group in an open atmosphere so that group members feel they can disagree. 

Statistics
Variable values are presented as mean (standard deviation: SD). The scores from all 
subcategories in each main category were summed and divided by the number of 
subcategories in each category and are shown in Table 2. Cronbach’s alpha was used 
to assess the internal consistency of outdoor leadership and its four main catego-
ries included subcategories. Building relations, giving-seeking information, influenc-
ing people and making decisions all had high reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha ≥ 0.78 
(Table 2). The correlations between the four categories were between 0.53 and 0.89 
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for both pre- and post-intervention questionnaires. A paired sample t-test was used 
to detect differences between the mean sum from the pre- and post-intervention 
questionnaire for each of the four categories of leadership behaviour. An independent 
sample t-test was used to detect difference in the change, for each of the four catego-
ries of leadership behaviour, between the intervention and control group. A p < 0.05 
was regarded as statistically significant.

Table 2. Cronbach’s alphas for the four categories of outdoor leadership

Main category Number of sub-categories Reliability Cronbach’s alpha

Pre Post

Building relations 6 0.84 0.88

Giving-seeking information 7 0.95 0.95

Influencing people 6 0.92 0.96

Making decisions 11 0.91 0.78

Results

A significant improvement of 23–40% in perceived competency in the four outdoor 
leadership behaviours was found both in the intervention and the control group 
(Table 3). Perceived progress in making decisions had a significantly larger increase 
than the other three behaviours. No significant difference in change in perceived 
leadership skills were found between the intervention and control group (p-values 
between 0.2 and 0.9). 

Table 3. Changes from pre-intervention (January) to post-intervention (June) in perceived compe-
tence in each of the four categories in outdoor leadership behaviour in the intervention and control 
group. Data is presented as mean (standard deviation), and the score is from 1 (lowest grade of 
competence) to 10 (highest grade of competence).

Intervention group  

(n = 10)

Control group  

(n = 7)

All (n = 17)

Pre Post Change 

score

Pre Post Change 

score

Pre Post Change 

score

Change 

%

Building 

relations 

6.3 

(1.3)

7.8 

(0.7)*

1.5  

(1.2)

6.9 

(0.6)

8.4 

(1.0)*

1.5  

(0.8)

6.6 

(1.1)*

8.1 

(0.8)*

1.5 

(1.0)**

22.7%

Giving-

seeking 

information

6.2 

(1.2)

7.6 

(0.7)*

1.4  

(1.5)

6.2 

(1.4)

8.6 

(1.2)*

2.4  

(1.4)

6.2 

(1.3)*

8.0 

(1.0)*

1.8 

(1.5)**

29.0%

Influencing 

people

6.1 

(1.4)

7.6 

(1.1)*

1.5  

(1.2)

6.9 

(0,9)

8.4 

(1,4)*

1.5  

(1.3)

6.4 

(1.3)*

7.9 

(1.2)*

1.5 

(1.2)**

23.4%

Making 

decisions

5.4 

(1,2)

7.6 

(0,6)*

2.2  

(1.3)

5.6 

(1.1)

7,9 

(1.4)*

2.3  

(1.4)

5.5 

(1.1)*

7.7 

(0.9)*

2.2 

(1.3)**

40.0%

*Significant different from pre-intervention (p < 0.05)
**Significant different from pre-intervention (p < 0.001)
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Discussion

The main finding of the study was a significant improvement in perceived competence 
in the four outdoor leadership behaviours for all students during a six-month outdoor 
education course. No differences in change between the intervention and control 
groups were found. The largest improvement in outdoor leadership was found in the 
making decisions behaviours. We assume the effect of agency, small group dynamic, 
learning from teachers in real situations, self-experience feedback from nature and 
student-led excursions, all contributed to perceived improvement in outdoor leader-
ship. The pedagogical approach, like facilitating for responsibility, consequences of  
actions and inviting students to lead by turn, seemed to have a great impact on stu-
dents’ perception of their skills in making decisions. Another reason for the large 
progression can be that the students had little experience in making decisions in a 
group context before they started the program. Through the activities and challenges 
during the excursions, and the organization of students into small groups, students 
were placed in real situations where they had to lead others and make decisions. 
According to Dewey (1938, pp. 68–69) and Beames and Brown (2016, pp. 108–110), 
it seems that agency, large responsibility, and ability to apply have a large impact on 
all students’ perception of their leadership behaviour. This is supported by Vikene 
et al. (2019, pp. 121–125) and Sibthorp et al. (2007), who underline the importance 
of making students responsible for decision making. Further, Wenger (2004, p. 285) 
concludes that involvement and participation in a community of practice enhance the 
learning outcomes for everyone. Both the intervention and control groups were given 
expansive responsibility in planning and organizing student-led excursions during 
the outdoor education course. Based on the teaching in leadership theory, the excur-
sions and practice during the course and how students’ decisions and judgement 
directly influenced well-being, it was expected that all students’ perceived leadership 
skills would progress. Because the present study is the first Norwegian study examin-
ing perceived progression in outdoor leadership skills among students, it is difficult to 
evaluate the importance of the 23–40% improvement in the four soft-skills leadership 
categories. However, by practicing decision making in a variety of situations, the stu-
dents feel safer and more comfortable when making decisions. 

A surprising finding was that results showed no significant difference in perceived 
leadership skills between the intervention and the control group. One reason could 
be that the systematic feedback from fellow students was given one or two days after 
the end of the excursion rather than during the excursion. This delay might have 
reduced the learning. One reason systematic feedback from fellow students was given 
after the excursion and not on a daily basis was that weather conditions were often 
challenging. In situations with cold, wind and exhausting tasks (e.g., digging a snow 
cave and igloo), systematic feedback during the day was hard to prioritize. Students 
also reported that they were too tired to share feedback at the end of the day. Since 
the intervention and the control groups showed the same improvement in perceived 
leadership competence, experiences in the field related to concepts described by 
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Hattie and Timperley (2007, p. 87), the value of self-experience feedback (Høyem, 
2010; Vikene et al., 2019, pp. 108–109, 121), and the importance of situated learning, 
can explain the progression among all the students. In addition, conversations with 
students from the intervention group after the intervention was finished revealed that 
students found the feedback form too complex, and stated that it was hard to give 
concrete feedback to increase learning. This suggests that the systematic peer feed-
back as organized in the present study was not important for the increase in perceived 
leadership skills. These findings are supported by Paisley et al. (2008), who found 
feedback did not play a major role in learning.

In the opposite, Carver (2008, p. 152) and Beames and Brown (2016, pp. 29, 33) 
underline that concrete and situation-oriented feedback will strengthen the learning 
process. It might be that systematic and spontaneous feedback given during tasks in 
the smaller student group might be more effective and better for learning than sys-
tematic feedback given at the end of the day or after the excursion? However, giving 
this kind of feedback could be difficult for inexperienced outdoor education stu-
dents. The above literature does not distinguish between peer feedback and teacher 
feedback, but Hattie (2012, p. 25) concluded that focused feedback from teachers 
is important in the learning process. Students in both the intervention group and 
the control group received systematic and spontaneous teacher feedback during the 
excursions with approximately the same scope and depth. In addition, nature proba-
bly spoke loud and clear to all the students about how to stay safe and comfortable in 
different situations. Feedback from wind, temperature, snow conditions, equipment 
and body will in real situations have a great influence and enhance learning in out-
door leadership. 

The feedback and teaching from teachers, and feedback from nature, was probably 
more impactful than feedback from peers. For example, to teach students how to 
make a safe route selection, the teachers gathered the group close to an appropriate 
upward hill. Then teachers asked questions about how to assess the risk of avalanche 
by checking steepness, prevailing wind direction, recent temperature changes, snow 
conditions, size of snow crystals, existence of small cracks in the snow and rumble/
sounds from the snow. By solving problems in a real situation, which could cause 
injury or risk for avalanche, the students probably learned a lot from teachers and 
nature, because they were focused and concentrated on the learning outcome, and 
because the consequences were very real. The following example explains how nature 
gave feedback to students regarding route selection, clothing, equipment and deci-
sion making: After leading for approximately 7 km, the student leaders were planning 
for a break. They decided to stop on top of a windy hill. After the uphill hike, all the 
students were sweaty. As the cold (9°C), windy conditions chilled their bodies, ampli-
fied by the sweat, the students quickly understood that this was not a good location 
for a break. They were learning along the way, because nature taught them to avoid 
the cold and uncomfortable situations. Nature might therefore be the best at teaching 
outdoor leadership skills. 
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How did we define progress in the four categories of soft leadership skills? First, 
progression in perceived leadership behaviour, especially decision making, is mea-
surable. By keeping the groups small, allowing expansive agency, and providing a 
multitude of decision-making opportunities during excursions and activities, leader 
students got plenty of decision-making practice in a safe space. Second, the students 
seemed to be more conscious of their interpersonal skills, and the value of influenc-
ing others. Attentiveness to how one’s behaviour can influence others is important 
for outdoor leadership. Third, by recognizing the importance of interpersonal skills, 
giving and seeking information and understanding how to influence others, the stu-
dents can more effectively teach others technical skills. Finally, the results show 
that teachers and nature strongly influence progress in outdoor leadership, com-
pared to feedback from peers. There are weaknesses in how the systematic feedback 
was organized, as well as weaknesses in the descriptions of the different levels of 
leadership (novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient, expert) according to 
Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980, p. 15). However, the findings can provide the basis for 
more research into how students learn, and what they learn at university studies in 
outdoor education.

Limits of the study

This is a pilot study and contains a small number of participants. Therefore, a full 
factor analysis could not be carried out to validate the Norwegian questionnaire. 
However, the internal consistency within the four categories of leadership behaviour 
showed high reliabilities with Cronbach’s alphas ≥ 0.78, and all correlations between 
the four categories of leadership behaviour within the recommended values between 
0.3 and 0.9 (Field, 2013, p. 694). Even though the results could not be generalized, 
significant findings and useful experiences regarding how student feedback could be 
carried out could form the basis for new studies examining use of systematic student 
feedback in outdoor education. 

Second, self-assessments have limitations. A comment from one student highlights 
this dilemma. She thought she had overestimated herself at the beginning of the 
semester and said: “The more experience I get, the more I realize I didn’t know as much 
as I thought”. Comparison with teacher assessments could be one way to account for 
gross over- or under-estimations.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine: (1) to what extent students improved 
perceived leadership skills after a six-month outdoor education course, and (2) to 
what extent systematic use of feedback from fellow students, in addition to feed-
back from teachers, strengthened perceived outdoor leadership skills. All students 
experienced a significant positive development in perceived outdoor leadership skills. 
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Results indicate that systematic feedback from fellow students given after excursions 
did not strengthen perceived leadership skills. This could be a result of the peer feed-
back form being too complex, peer feedback being given too late after the activity, 
or peer feedback given in too general terms. Feedback from teachers and feedback 
from nature in real situations seem to explain students’ strong progress in perceived 
outdoor leadership skills. The results underline the important role teachers play in 
giving real time feedback to students during excursions, the importance of agency, 
and the importance of teachers facilitating learning by experience in real situations. 
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