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Introduction

The following module has been designed for inclusion into the training for those wishing to achieve their Mountain Bike Instructors Award. 

The aim of the session is to demonstrate various methods of leadership, which will then be incorporated into the field sessions throughout the weekend.

As a candidate you will have the opportunity of observing these methods and styles and incorporating them into your own personal style of leadership.

Leadership is an incredibly subjective issue and will vary considerably due to each individual's own personal character, this module is intended to be the basis for that development.

Risk Assessment

With a high growth in the interest of the sport of off-road biking more and more youth attached authorities are finding a need to provide Mountain Biking as a choice of outdoor activities to the local young people. Along side this acknowledgement for need has come the recognition that taking a group of young people off-road biking is also one of the highest risk adventurous activities.

As a Leader you may have the ability to run a tight session and remove a high amount of risk to the young person, for example route selection, enforcing the wearing of safety equipment such as helmets, gloves and glasses; but at the end of the day we are placing young people in complete control of an bicycle that can easily travel at thirty five kilometres an hour.

To add to our difficulties, the on-going risk assessment carded out whilst leading any activity, suddenly has to be carded out at a much greater speed.

This again is very different from many other adventurous activities, for example, once a climbing session is set and running, your on going assessment would be of the immediate area, the group and the equipment. In another example a Leader taking a group on a mountain walk may be assessing the route in a similar fashion as the mountain bike instructor, but they will only be travelling at a moderate four Kilometres an hour.

The Leader

Leadership is a skill in itself often overlooked on outdoor activity training courses. With so many hard skills to cover within the course e.g. navigation, first aid and equipment; course providers struggle to fit good leadership training into the itinerary.

This in itself forces the future Leader to go out and develop their own method of leading; sometimes these developed methods work well but often, unfortunately they don't.

Often these methods can prove too cautious, too harsh or over powering. In these cases they may well prove a safe style, but they will surely remove any adventurous spirit and excitement from the session.

Alternatively, the Leader may prove to be too relaxed in their control and by doing so they may well be jeopardising the safety of the young people that are in their care whilst on the activity.

The skill of a good Leader is to be able to lead their group through an activity safely without the group realising they have been led even though the Leader will be constantly risk assessing the situation and moving their position throughout the group considering the safety of the young people. Very often the group may only become aware of the leaders position when their expertise is required at an incident/accident.

A Leader should recognise their position as being one of responsibility and not one of power or control. The Leader in charge of the activity is responsible not only for the safety and guiding of their group, but also for ensuring the group enjoy the session. Strict control and over emphasising on the safety issues towards the group can easily remove this enjoyment and turn the session into a lesson. A Leader who feels their position is at the front of the group is nothing more than a guide.

A large part of leading is getting to know your group, this knowledge in itself can help with positioning and encouraging the young people on aspects where they may be struggling.

In short the leader is not only the groups guide, safety advisor and technician but they are also their entertainer.

The Second Leader

In a perfect world the second Leader would be a qualified mountain bike enthusiast. It is however more likely that second Leaders or assistants are youth workers, teachers and other professionals that work with young people.

It is therefore important that the Leader does not rely on the second as a source of aid to lead the group or dealing with an incident. Often the second proves the unfit member of the party and the one whom the Leader has to spend time coaching.

Leader position in group

Taking on board the above statement concerning the second Leader, the Leader must learn to risk assess the situation as the group moves along its route, and they must also position themselves in the place of most control within the group.

The following examples of relevant biking situations demonstrate the best position for the Leader to be placed on approaching obstacles/areas of danger.

Key to Diagrams
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L - Leader in Charge
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2nd Assistant Leader


   
Candidate

Leader Positioning

On the road

Bring the group into single file

before arriving at the road.

Position the slowest rider at

the front of the group with                     

The second Leader in the second              

position.

Advise the second Leader

where you wish the group to stop               

The rest of the group will then

follow in single file with the

qualified Leader following at

the rear slightly outboard

of the group.

                                 Fig 1.1

Advantages of this position.

With the slowest rider at the front, keeping the group together is made easier.

The little extra is that the slowest rider may also be getting a boost in confidence by getting an opportunity to lead, even if it is only for a short while.

As the Leader at the back of the group, you are able to see the complete group and so will have full control and could deal with any situation immediately.

Crossing a Road


Have the candidates standing in

a line alongside the road.

Position your second at one

end of the line and yourself                  

at the other.                                 

When the road is clear-        

move across as a group, in-line.






Fig 1.2



Advantages

The main advantage of this method is that the group crosses quickly in a steady controlled manner.


Turning right

Take the group slightly beyond

the junction and cross the road 

as in diagram 1.2. Ride back 

towards the turning and turn left.           

                                           

                                           Fig 1.3

Advantages

The advantage of this method is that there is no moving the group into the centre of the road. And therefore no long line of cyclists crossing as occurs in single file crossing.

Group are crossed in an easily controlled manner and they can keep their position in the line as in fig 1.1 and make a safe left turn.

Crossing on a Bend

Stop the group and have them wait

in the bow of the bend along with the

second Leader.

The qualified Leader should then cross

to a position where they can see clearly

around the bend in both directions.

Move the second to the centre of the 

road and cross the group.

Fig 1.4

                         



                        





 Fig 1.5 Second in road and group crossing

Advantage

The main advantage of this method is that the qualified Leader has full control

of the situation throughout the manoeuvre.

They are also in a position to act quickly if a situation should arise.

Off-road situations


Short descent/drop off

If the Leader is happy that the descent is 

within the capabilities of the group

then they should follow the following.

Steps.

Assistant Leader should remain at the top 

of the descent with instructions to only allow

one biker over the descent at any one time.

The Leader should ride the descent whilst 

carrying out a risk assessment. 

The leader should then position themselves 

at the bottom of the decent and wait for the 

young people to descend.





Fig 1.6

Advantages

The advantage of this approach is that the Leader could change tactics and walk the group down if they felt it was too difficult for the group. 

If an incident were to occur with a young person descending, they would continue to descend towards the Leader who could act immediately, whilst the group was still under control.

Long sweeping easy descents.

These descents could be on forest tracks, disused railways and other styles of bridleways. 

The Leader should brief the second to where they want the group to stop at the bottom of the descent and then send them ahead.

Young people can then be briefed onto where to stop and they can also be sent ahead.

The Leader would then follow the group down picking up any stragglers and dealing with any incident.

 Fig 1.7


Advantages

Young people will have no idea they are being led and so will enjoy the period of perceived freedom.

If an incident does occur the Leader will be on hand quickly without waiting at the bottom to be informed by another group member and then having to back track uphill.

Long technical descents

These are likely to be single-track routes passing through woodland, moorland and mountainous areas.

The Leader would need to position the second Leader at the rear of the group with instructions not to pass any of the group. If a candidate chooses to walk then the second will also need to walk.

The Leader would then lead the decent by splitting the route into short legs.

At the end of each short technical section the Leader would wait for the complete group to catch up before moving on.


                               





Fig 1.8

Advantage

Again as in figure 1 .6 the Leader would be in a position to give immediate assistance if an incident was to occur.

The Leader also has an opportunity to risk assess each leg and could get the young people off the bikes and walking if they felt that the route was beyond the group’s capabilities.

The Leader will have an opportunity to talk to and advise individuals regarding riding style and techniques.

Oven Land

This could be a field, a railway track open moor or even a closed car park. An area where there is No danger to the candidates.

The Leader should have prior knowledge of the route and be aware of such areas before setting out.

The Leader would need to advise the assistant what he is intending to do and then advise the complete group of where to meet. 

The Leader can then position themselves anywhere within the group.

At the meeting point the leader should immediately carry out a head count.









Fig 1.9

Advantages

The young people get a feeling of freedom/excitement; the Leader can also encourage this by introducing various games.

The Leader will have the opportunity to talk to and get to know the group, thus assessing the group's ability to complete the planned route.

Other Leadership activities

Head count.

Rather than keep trying to recognise your group ensure that all young people wear a similar coloured helmet and regularly count the helmets.

Numbers

A quick and easy advance on the head count, give each young person a number. On the frequent stops shout for numbers, if the numeric order is interrupted, you may have lost a candidate.

This system is particularly useful if visibility is poor, for example if you are riding in the mist or at night.

Buddy riding

Pair up riders with a friend, instruct them to tell you if for some reason their buddy cannot be seen or has a problem.

This budding up can be improved if you try and create an on-going competition within the group.

Mountain Bike Leaders Checklist

Before riding

    
Pre-ride your route.

    
Check equipment.

    
Assess group ability (alter route if required see fig I .9).

Once riding

     
Constantly risk assess route.

      
Alter position in group (dependant on risk).

    
Use second/assistant Leader.

      
Encourage fun/excitement.

      
Be fluid with Leadership (e.g. don't keep stopping to Navigate).

      
Enjoy the opportunity to lead.

