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Though I’ve worked with many groups that have only come to the centre for a day’s worth of activity – they tend to blend in together after a while with the groups ultimate aim being fun rather than progression. It’s for this reason that when thinking about what experience to reflect on, I’ve been drawn back to when I led a group of 15 – 17 year olds on a summer NCS residential over 2 weeks.
The residential and activities was organised by BF Adventure, while the catchment of teenagers and overall running of NCS was organised by Cornwall College. Over a 2 week period, roughly 100 teenagers would take part in various adventurous activities on site, and at various other locations in Cornwall in partnership with other providers where necessary. BF Adventure didn’t have the infrastructure in place to hold over 100 people in a residential capacity while also maintaining activities and services to other clients. To remedy this, half of the overall cohort would be based onsite at BF Adventure, while the other half would be based at another outdoor centre in North Cornwall; Siblyback Lake for a week, before all rejoining and taking up residence at the vacated university halls at Tremough Campus, Penryn.
I and three other instructors were to be based offsite with our groups of twelve at Siblyback lake. To maintain ratios and overall safety, each group also had an NCS mentor attached who had been through some very basic activity training beforehand to give them an idea of what to expect and put them in a better position to help the instructor.

Siblyback Lake is managed by the South West Lakes Trust, and up until 2019 offered many outdoor activities, ranging from a high ropes course to wakeboarding.  It has a 5km lake side walk that is open to the public, and camping facilities. Being on the edge of Bodmin Moor also means it is perfectly situated for those looking to hike or climb the various tors dotted around. This is ultimately why Siblyback was chosen, as it allowed access to a wide range of activities and contingencies just in case plans had to change. Though this took place during mid-June, Cornish summertime is notoriously fickle and you can never really trust any forecast given. As I remember though, the weather held was kind to us with sunshine and at worst cloud during the day time and infrequent showers on one or two of the evenings. 

I always start my sessions off with a problem solving activity, regardless of what the main activity of the day is. This gives me an idea of the group dynamics; who appears to be confident, who may need some extra support, those who are being overshadowed and who seems to be uninterested – as is often the case when working with teenagers. We hadn’t met our groups prior to them arriving at Siblyback, where we instructors had decided to set up 4 basic problem solving activities as an introduction to the week and to each other. Typically I tend to open with a softer approach to instructing as although the participants won’t be acting 100% naturally at first meeting, I feel as if this approach gives a truer picture of the group than if I was guiding every decision. After meeting my group however, I knew I had to change my approach and disregard any short terms plans in favour of long term goals in order to give the group any chance of succeeding the wider goals of the NCS course.
The Cornwall College group has many colleges throughout the county, with a wide ranging demographic of students. This includes students from areas of affluence, from poorer areas and often from families who have moved into the County. They also organised the groups prior to the start of the course, mixing participants from all of their colleges into groups that may or may not have had peers they knew previously. BFA had no input into the groups and other than medical forms; we had no prior information of our individual groups. 

It was clear from the very start that the group would need strict and clear instructions in order for them to come together as a functioning group. There have been very few times that I’ve felt out of my depth as an instructor, and this was one of them. I think this is partially down to having always worked within the centre boundaries and knowing that support was moments away if I ever needed it. Our groups on site tended to be much smaller, and generally we worked alongside another instructor as the majority of our clients were pupil referral units, behavioural difficulties or clients referred by service providers with similar needs to be supported. This residential however saw me as second seniority, helping the team leader manage two newly promoted instructors from apprenticeship. All of this culminated into me putting more pressure on myself to step up a level and be a positive role model for my group and for the new instructors. This led me to my decision to begin with a more hierarchical style of facilitation. Heron (1999, p.8) describes this as the facilitator leading from the front with total control of the group’s objectives and how they approach it; the facilitator has full responsibility for what is essentially the success or failings of the group. 

What should have been a gentle introduction into the next 2 weeks of the residential and in their longer term, an introduction into the relationships and team they would have to maintain for the wider NCS course, instead turned into boundary and expectation setting. Ultimately however, this didn’t divert from the aims of the session too much and stayed in line with the planning dimension – the goal orientated, ends and means aspect of facilitation (Heron, 1999), only my focus was now less on success in this problem solving session and more focused creating group cohesion to ensure their future success throughout the rest of the course. I followed this approach through the following day during a hike over the moors to Cheesewring quarry where my group was met by another instructor to spend the morning climbing. None of the group had climbed outside before and so their instructor took a similarly hierarchical role to ensure maximum efficiency for their session; though I was thankful as it reinforced my objectives for the group at this point. This approach was again provided by one of the Siblyback lake instructors on the high ropes course, an approach on their part that was also about maximum efficiency and ensuring the group could just have fun.

The third day I decided to give the group some autonomy in how the day would run. I was aware that the group had to buy in to their time on NCS in order to get the most out of it on a personal level. The best way for a group to do this is to take ownership of what they are doing. The Meaning Dimension (Heron, 1999) is about enabling participants to find a way of understanding their experiences and attaching meaning to it. I felt that as the group - despite the wide ranging personalities and initial clashes – had started to normalise; as defined by Tuckman's stages of group development, groups have 5 stages of development. Forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning. Tuckman (1965) stated that in this stage, the group becomes an entity as members develop in-group feeling and seek to maintain and perpetuate the group. Task conflicts are avoided in an effort to insure harmony. 

The autonomy offered to them was of the co-operative sort. As defined by the modes of facilitation, the power is shared by the group and the facilitator. The group is prompted instead of directed, with their objectives and aims now becoming an integral part of the planning process. (Heron, 1999) The session itself was a low key bushcraft activity that offered more of a midweek reflective period for the group. It allowed us to sit down around a campfire that they had built and talk as equals about why they were on NCS and what was still to come. A perfect team bonding opportunity that I think would have had a different feel had the group not had shared and unified experiences offered by the way activities had been led up until this point. The open discussion placed itself nicely in dealing with any frustrations, fears or avoidances – a key component of the confronting dimension.

The second week saw us move back to BF Adventure and take part in activities on site. At this point I was able to stand back and allow the group to manage themselves fully autonomously. I hadn’t envisioned this much success at a comparatively early stage with them. The group however had created a positive and supportive environment between themselves even when they didn’t think they were being supervised. This was fortunate as the last day of activities was a full day group vs group challenge putting into practise all of the skills they had learnt so far. In so far as the objectives from Cornwall College’ and BF Adventures’ perspective it was about creating strong teams to complete community tasks in the next phase of the NCS course. Autonomous mode as a facilitator is therefore a huge factor for the groups continued success; (Heron, 1999) as they are now relying on their judgement to find their way through whatever is set before them, without any interference from the facilitator.

Despite being relatively late into my instructing career, this experience drastically changed how I facilitated sessions in that it highlighted the value of being flexible and having to alter plans at the last minute to ensure the best possible outcome for your clients. I feel that the best measure of your influence as an instructor is how well a group is able to operate once they have been given freedom to do so, and ultimately that is the objective instructors should be striving to achieve.  (1680)
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