How To Develop Your Navigation Skills, Benchmark Your Level of Competence 

& Maintain Your Skills 
Introduction 

Some wise navigator once described the art of navigation as 25% map reading, 25% compass work and 50% confidence in the other two. If map reading is so much to do with confidence then it has to be linked to practice, the more you do something the more confident you become. So when did you last really practice? By that I mean using all the skills and strategies under a bit of pressure (probably self imposed).

Most folk who have passed their WGL, ML or MIA even, tend not to practice their navigation seriously. They go on ground they are probably familiar with and even if they are teaching or assessing they are probably not in unfamiliar terrain. At IML it is surprising how many ML “qualified” folk seem to come unstuck at the speed test. This is not about speed but sound well practiced navigation skills. 
Those coming up to any of the assessments find it difficult to get a good idea of how their navigation is progressing, they often lack confidence because they have no benchmark to compare their development against. 

What is the assessor looking for? 

Relative ease of performing simple skills is helpful, give yourself an advantage by being able to navigate on the move using map and compass.
Using strategies - reading the leg; is there an obvious attack point? Is there a catching feature that will ring alarm bells in your head if you overshoot? (Pacing and timing are mental catching features). Would aiming off give you a better chance of guaranteeing to find a point on a line feature? Of course many legs may require breaking down into several smaller legs and need several strategies. 

Selection of the most appropriate skill. If you are going to go downhill, cross a large stream in the bottom of a valley and then ascend to a small knoll using a bearing in the dark, do you need to count paces to the stream and up the knoll, or just from the stream to the top of the knoll? 

Which relocation skill is going to be the most effective if you are on a line feature? How familiar are you with getting lost, can you quickly select and perform the right relocation skill to start unraveling the clues to your whereabouts? Don’t forget you are unlikely to relocate by standing still – you need to move so you need to make a plan, it needs practice to be done confidently. 

I thoroughly recommend getting lost, temporarily geographically embarrassed, or cartographically challenged. How else do you practice relocation skills and develop confidence with these techniques if you don’t practice them for real? However you should do it in a forgiving environment on a small scale which is not going to leave you with a serious problem if it doesn’t quite come out right. It is also good if you can perhaps get lost a number of times in quick succession so you can go through the do - review learning cycle effectively. 

At MIA there is an element of assessing individual’s navigation but also the candidate’s ability to choose legs which can provide a teaching opportunity. There is sometimes a view that people are asked to go to obscure points in the middle of nowhere, in reality there are probably one if not more attack points, an opportunity to aim off or use a collecting or catching feature. Once operating at the upper levels of orienteering courses it will be essential to make route choice decisions and plan a series of steps to find the feature. This is excellent practice and develops the eye for selecting good teaching legs on other scales of map.

What does Orienteering have to offer candidates at all levels? 

It is quite noticeable at WGL / ML assessments that those who orienteer from time to time, whether competitively or non competitively, are relatively unperturbed when they become disorientated on the hill. They easily slip into relocation skills and work through a sequence to resolve the dilemma. It probably happens to them (well it does to me) relatively often so they have developed that confidence to know they can sort it out. Hill walkers on the other hand tend to panic and do not seem to have practiced relocation skills, consequently they appear less able to come up with sound plans to resolve what are often simple relocation problems, i.e. a quick bearing down a line feature would resolve in 30 seconds. 

Orienteering enables one to develop and practice relocation skills in a relatively safe environment where the consequences of being lost are not as serious as for a hill walker. Woods are not unlike being in the mist you cannot see your objective until you are close to it. 
The 1:10,000 scale 1cm = 100m tends to really bring the contour information alive. It is easier to see the features on the ground and relate them to these maps. It will improve your contour interpretation on the 1:50,000 through improved visualization of what the ground might look like based on the contours. 
Orienteering provides that little edge of being in a hurry so it is quite good at replicating assessment pressure, however hill walkers should not worry about that just go along to practice and hone skills not to race. It is good for speeding up basic map and compass skills to a point where you can probably take a bearing whilst walking. It develops an eye for reading the map and working out the best strategies for the leg you are on.

The scale of orienteering maps is really not an issue, we are talking about practicing navigation strategies which are best practiced in a relatively safe and defined environment with plenty of opportunity for quick feedback and a chance to have another try straight away. The scale of map often changes during an assessment so getting used to measuring distances on different scale maps is no bad thing. (As Silva now have a mark 4 compass with the 1:40,000 scale on and many people are using the Harvey maps we are getting more comfortable with different scales).
Orienteerers tend to review and discuss their routes and strategies, as they have all done it individually there are often a variety of tactics used so you can learn through this process, which rarely happens through hill walking, if you got to the summit little else is talked about. Leg planning and looking for teaching opportunities is a part of the MIA assessment and again orienteering will provide more opportunities for practicing and recognizing teaching opportunities. 

You have to maintain concentration on the map when orienteering and this is something that you rarely do on a hill walk with your pals. However at ML concentration is key if you are going to know where you are most of the time. After working with Orienteering scales where so much on the map comes to light on the ground you will probably start seeing much more information on the walking map scales that you previously over looked.
Lastly it is important to take these skills and confidence back onto the hill walking scale maps. 

Bench marking WGL / ML training and assessment 

Orienteering course difficulty is based on a 1 – 5 Technical Difficulty (TD) rating, this is then converted to a colour coded system similar to ski runs / bike trails etc. It relates to both the length of the course as well as the technical difficulty. The longer the course the more technically difficult it is. Course length is measured in straight lines between the controls. Don’t be over confident to begin with, 3km might not sound much but technically it will probably keep a novice WGL / ML trainee quite well occupied for an hour.  Expect to be around 15 – 20 minutes per kilometer quoted for the course. WGL or ML trained candidates should be able to start at “Light Green” (TD 4), walking and working at the navigation. 

A few successful outings at “Light Green” will enable you to move onto “Green” (TD 5). “Green” is a good benchmark for WGL / ML assessment, once you are getting round a few of these courses efficiently and successfully you are using all the skills of the mountain leader. Blue and Brown courses tend to be longer versions but are at TD 5 as well. In an hour and half you can frequently go round a course and use virtually every skill in the book from pacing and bearings to aiming off, attack points, catching and collecting features, and relocation skills. A good weekend in the hills is unlikely to provide even a quarter of those opportunities, a bad weekend might though! 

Training and assessment standards

There could be an interesting correlation here between training and assessment legs that candidates are asked to perform and the colour coded/ TD ratings used in orienteering. When planning the different colour coded courses the planners have to work to specific criteria in order to ensure the course is appropriate to the colour. That means ensuring there is an ever increasing distance from an attack point as you go up the colour difficulty. That any catching feature is increasingly further away, that there is greater route choice and decision making and a need for more complex strategies etc. Controls are not just put out in the woods randomly, a “Green” course in Nottingham should be similar to a “Green” course in Cornwall. 
Could some similar criteria be put together for ML legs as a guide to help new trainers and assessors get a handle on appropriate levels of difficulty, providing similar levels of difficulty to all the candidates or to offer legs that were progressively more challenging at training, or appropriate to a trainees level of competence? Another navigation article!    

How do I find out more?

Orienteering clubs are listed on the websites www.britishorienteering.org.uk or www.scottish-orienteering.org.uk Each club puts on a number of events throughout the year. Be prepared to travel up to an hour for an event, most are run on Sundays. Some clubs put on informal evening training sessions during the week. You don’t have to be a member of a club, expect to pay around £5 for entry and a map. For big events it can be more costly and you need to book in advance although they do usually have a few limited courses for people turning up on the day. 

There are now a lot of permanent courses around the country, maps usually available from the local tourist office or outdoor centre etc. Again these are listed on the websites. If you are really just a couch potato and computer nerd you can now do it sitting down without even a run up. See www.catchingfeatures.com and download the demo!  

I now regularly receive feedback from people who have taken up this challenge, some have put their success at ML assessment down to confidence with their navigation, born from walking around orienteering courses as a supplement to their hill days. Remember you don’t have to be a member of a club, run or wear lycra, just pay for a map and the use of an electronic gizmo that records your progress at each control and off you go.

Orienteering will improve your navigation skills and confidence, it is not a total substitute for hill walking, they are different activities but the core navigation skills and strategies are the same. You might even discover a good alternative for a wet weekend in the hills.

Nigel Williams, Glenmore Lodge 2009 
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