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Abstract

This paper attempts to deal with the issue of developing soft skills among trainee teachers by applying the
elements of outdoor education in teacher training programs. It is known that there are elements of outdoor
education which were already included in the teacher training curriculum in Malaysia’s Teacher Training
Institutions. However, outdoor education is not a compulsory activity or subject for trainee teachers in
Malaysia’s universities except for those majoring in sports and recreation or physical education. However, due to
the declining economic conditions, outdoor education programs at Teacher Training Institutions were the first
program that was scaled down. This article attempts to identify the elements of soft skills that can be applied
through a well-planned outdoor education activities. The study was conducted involving 671 samples from
teacher training institutions and universities using the Life Effectiveness Questionnaire. This article focuses on
four elements of soft skills namely team work, leadership ability, self-esteem and time management. The results
of this study showed that outdoor education improves students’ soft skills in the elements studied.
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1. Introduction

Outdoor education has been identified as a discipline in experiential learning (Lynch, 1993). Its approach on
education is by providing physical experience as well as mental development of participants (Gair, 1997). The
concept of outdoor education has been widely used in various contexts to describe a variety of experience,
starting with the first school scout team camping organised in the United Kingdom by Baden-Powell in 1908.
The camp was successful in increasing the number of students’ enrolment in scouts and the challenging activities
during camp has been successful in generating the mind, skills and experience of the scout team members. In the
United States, Sharp (1895-1963) was influential in creating the outdoor education program and summer camp
(Conrad, 1967). Outdoor education curriculum is often associated with ‘learning school subjects outside the
classroom’ (Gair, 1997; Higgins & Humberstone, 1999).

Fitzpatrick (1968) has examined 20 outdoor education programs to identify the philosophy and goals of outdoor
education. He found that outdoor education can shape positive attitudes, values, and responsibility towards the
environment. He stated that outdoor education is a method or process of teaching and learning through nature,
community and human resources outside the classroom which can improve motivation and enrich the curriculum
in a broader sense.

Implementation of outdoor education program must be dependent on the goals and objectives of the program.
Priest (1990) states that the objectives of outdoor education program should be to create awareness and to form
relationships with self (intrapersonal), with others (interpersonal), and the environment (ecological). Awareness
of these three forms of relationship will create an environment which is conducive to the quality of life.

The Ministry of Education, Malaysia has listed outdoor education program in schools’ Physical Education
curriculum. This is in contrasts with the curriculum in teacher training institutions and universities whereby
outdoor education is not incorporated in their curriculum. At these higher education institutions, outdoor
education stands on its own. Outdoor activities like camping, recreational activities, and field visits were carried
out as extra-curricular activities in higher education institutions. In order to develop the potentials in all students,
activities that use the approach of learning through experience should be implemented as part of the curriculum,
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with the help of experienced instructors and facilitators.

Mohd Nor Che Noh (1982) uses personality tests and found that students whom took part in outdoor activities
were more dominant in terms of strength and endurance, social and self-confidence, aggressiveness, leadership,
anxiety control, positive attitude and resistance to physical illness than those who did not participate. According
to Faridah Karim (2004) co-curricular activities are as important as the curriculum for behavioural changes with
regards to the cognitive, psychomotor and affective domains.

Promoting learning in the natural environment outside the classroom puts emphasis on reality. Outdoor education
will shape and improve the classroom experience (Vasudevan, 1991). Outdoor education is comprehensive and
covers the field of psychology, sociology, pedagogy, medicine, health and recreation. Many people do not realize
the strength of the concept of outdoor education because it is new and high-risk. Furthermore, since it is a
non-examination subject, students are less exposed to it. The outdoor education participants sometimes do not
get any input other than merely enjoying the activities in the program. This is because the activities were planned
nonchalantly and as a result students’ interest in the program dwindles.

One way to achieve Malaysia’s Vision 2020 is to accelerate the development of the cognitive, affective, social
and psychomotor domains in the education system. Therefore, outdoor education programs need to be
restructured to meet the needs of these domains such as improving problem-solving ability, psychomotor ability
and sensitivity to the self which will develop confidence and positive self-concept. Abdul Alim Abdul Rahim
(1994) states that activities conducted beyond the classroom will create a more conducive school environment.
These activities add significance and support the curricula in creating a better student both in academia and in
extra-curricular areas. This is consistent with the philosophy advocated by the Outdoor Education Curriculum
Development Centre (1998) which states that:

Nature is a living laboratory which is a rich source of knowledge. It can be integrated with
practices that can enrich the experience and foster the values for healthy individuals to
produce mental, spiritual and physical assimilation thus establishes integrity among the
people towards national unity.

Outdoor education program is considered very appropriate to the educational system at this time because the
main objectives of outdoor education is centred on three domains of psychomotor, cognitive and affective
domains (Harmon, 1978; Hattie, Marsh, Neil & Richard, 1997).Psychomotor domain is the mastery of specific
skills such as abseiling, kayaking and mountain climbing activities which involve mastery of technique. On the
other hand, cognitive domain focuses on the knowledge, facts and problem solving skills; while the affective
domain focuses on developing attitudes, values and appreciation of issues, including attitudes towards the
environment.

The importance and benefits of outdoor education programs includes expanding individuals’ potential,
knowledge, and improving and sharpening the intellectual ability of students. Teaching in the classroom is
focused on the theory and understanding of concepts, while the outdoor education's role is to develop students'
talents and potential. Mohamad Nor Che Noh (1985) recommended that all students, regardless of existing
limitations, should be given the opportunity to participate based on their interest and ability in order for them to
enjoy the benefits of such participation. This article aims to identify whether there is instillation of soft skills
among the participants who attended outdoor education program.

2. Methodology
2.1 Study Design

This study uses a quasi experimental design to test the elements of soft skills that can be applied through outdoor
education program. Analyses conducted investigates the relationship between the variables, tests the hypotheses
and form generalizations on the applicability of outdoor education program in inculcating four aspects of soft
skills. Quasi-experimental design was chosen for this study because it uses already formed samples. Furthermore,
this study also involved an intervention program to see the changes in the sample.

2.2 The Sample

The sample consisted of 671 students who were pursuing courses in institutions of higher education in Malaysia.
The sample consists of trainee teachers in physical education or sports and recreation program as the
experimental group, while the students that are not involved in the two programs were the control group.
Students of physical education and sports and recreation were selected because they were involved in outdoor
education as part of their course structure.
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2.3 Procedure

Life Effectiveness Questionnaires were administered twice during the study; in the pre-test and post test. In the
pre-test, respondents were given questionnaires to answer a week before their outdoor education program. Once
respondents completed the outdoor education program which lasted for five days and four nights, they were
given the post test.

The experimental group was divided into four based on the sequence of activities in the outdoor education
program. Table 1 describes the treatment received by the experimental groups.

Table 1. Treatments received by the experimental group

Group Name Type of Treatment
Control Control None
Experiment Module 1 All low-risk activities
Module 2 Sequence of activities from low to high risk
Module 3 No significant sequence
Module 4 Sequence of activities from high risk to low risk

2.4 The Instruments

The instrument used was adapted from the Life Effectiveness Questionnaire (Neill, 1997). Questions used
focuses on those related to the four constructs that was observed namely teamwork, leadership skills, confidence
and time management. Respondents were also required to provide some background information such as gender,
age and identity card number so that the information obtained can be compared, but still maintain the
confidentiality of the samples.

2.5 Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. The inferential analyses used were the t tests, and
Cohen's D. The t test was use to determine the difference between the control and treatment groups. Cohen's D
was used to determine the contribution of outdoor education program in inculcating soft skills of the individual.

3. The Findings
3.1 Pilot Study

The questionnaire used was pilot tested to see the validity and reliability of the items. Table 2 shows the results
of reliability analysis for the four constructs.

Table 2. Cronbach o values for the constructs

Constructs Cronbach a values
Teamwork 0.73
Leadership ability 0.85
Confidence 0.86
Time management 0.85

Results of the reliability analysis showed that the Cronbach o value obtained is between 0.73 and 0.86.
Comparing this results with those done by Neill (2002), the a value were similar. Thus, the questions used were
reliable to be used in the local context.

3.2 Descriptive Statistics

A total of 671 students made up the sample for this study which comprises of 249 male (37.1%) and 422 female
(62.9%) students. The age of the respondents was categorized into seven categories. In addition the respondents
were divided into two main groups namely the experimental group and the control group. The experimental
group were further divided into four subgroups based on the sequence of outdoor education programs that they
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were exposed to. Table 3 shows the analysis of the respondents' demographic data.

Table 3. Analysis of respondents' demographic data

Demographic factors n %
Male 249 37.1
Gender
Female 422 62.9
19.1-21.0 92 13.7
21.1-23.0 111 16.5
23.1-25.0 169 25.2
Age 25.1-27.0 169 25.2
27.1-29.0 61 9.1
28.1-34.0 49 7.3
34.1-40.0 20 3.0
Received exposure to outdoor education (Experimental) 590 87.9
Exposure .
Were not exposure to outdoor education (Control) 81 12.1

3.3 Inferential Statistics
3.3.1 Effects of Outdoor Education on Soft Skills Development

To test the first null hypothesis which suggests that outdoor education program is not effective in soft skills
development, a t test analysis was conducted. Table 4 shows the results of the t test.

Table 4. Effects of outdoor education program on soft skills development

Groups n Pre-test scores Post-test scores df t

Treatment 590 121.40 (19.53) 280.65 (22.90)

Control 81 129.64 122.38 669 72.84 *
8.77) (9.58)

*<0.05

The t test showed that there is a significant difference between the experimental group and the control group,
where t (669) = 72.84, k <0.05. This means that there is a difference in soft skills development after the sample
was exposed to outdoor education program. Therefore, the null hypothesis which states that the outdoor
education program has no impact on individual soft skills was rejected. To conclude, outdoor education program
does have a significant impact on soft skills development.

Since there is a significant effect on soft skills development after going through the outdoor education program,
further analysis were conducted to see which constructs improve more significantly than others and the
contributions of these constructs on the participants’ soft skills development. Table 5 shows the analysis of the
soft skill constructs and contributions of the components.
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Table 5. The test was to see the components of soft skills and the contribution of these components

Constructs Group Pre-test Scores Post-test scores df t Cohen's d
Teamwork Treatment 10.38 (5.23) 20.42 (2.36)
669 24.71%* 12:34
Control 12.01 (3.04) 10.52 (1.96)
Leadership ability Treatment 6.93 (2.37) 19.24 (7.33)
669 42.79*  0.60
Control 7.80 (1.58) 7.33 (1.69)
Confidence Treatment 7.99 (2.34) 20.32 (2.30)
669 37.07 * 12:52
Control 7.76 (2.53) 7.52 (1.64)
Time management Treatment 6.94 (2.40) 19.23 (2.36)
669  38.69 * 12:54
Control 7.14 (1.83) 6.95 (2.02)

*<0.05

The t test analysis between the treatment group and the control group showed a significant effect for all
constructs. Results showed that there was a significant effect for the construct of teamwork [t (669) = 24.71, k
<0.05], leadership ability [t (669) = 42.79, k <0.05], confidence [t (669) = 37.07, k <0.05] and time management
[t (669) = 38.69, k <0.05].

In relation to this, an analysis of the effect size of the contribution of outdoor education program was done.
Cohen's d analysis was used whereby it states that the value of 0 indicates no contribution, while the value of 0.1
- 0.2 is considered as a small contribution, a value of 0.3 - 0.5 is considered as moderate contribution, while
values above 0.6 indicate a relatively large effect size. Referring to Table 5, the outdoor education program
contributed modestly by about 34% for the component of teamwork, 53% for the components of self-confidence
and 54% for the time management component. While for the component of leadership ability, the outdoor
education program provides a relatively large contribution of 60%.

3.3.2 Effects of Outdoor Education and Demographic Factors on Soft Skills

Inferential analysis was used to answer the question of whether outdoor education program and demographic
factors influences changes in soft skills development. This analysis test the null hypothesis that states that
exposure to outdoor education program and demographic factors does not affect the changes in soft skills. For
this hypothesis, separate analyzes using multiple regression statistics with two sets of predictors were conducted.
The first set of predictors that is exposure to the outdoor education program while the second set of predictors
were gender. Table 6 shows the correlation factor for soft skills, exposure to the program and gender.

Table 6. Correlation factor for soft skills, exposure to the program and gender

Constructs Mean SD I,
Teamwork 2.88 2.12 Exposure = -0.59*
Gender =-0.01
Leadership ability 3.59 1.66 Exposure = -0.84*
Gender =-0.01
Self-esteem 3.60 1.59 Exposure = -0.86*
Gender = 0.03
Time management 3.60 1.65 Exposure = -0.82*
Gender = -0.04

Table 6 shows that predictors of exposure to outdoor education program has a significant impact on individual
soft skills. Analysis conducted gave the following results: teamwork (r = -0.59 Pexposure, P <0.05), leadership
ability (r = -0.84 Pexposures P <0.05), confidence (r = -0.86 Pexposures P <0.05) and time management (r = -0.82
Pexposures P <0.05.Meanwhile, the gender of participants is not a good predictor for soft skills development as the
results were all not significant.
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Further analysis using multiple regression was carried out to determine which predictors has an impact on the
participants’ soft skill development. Table 7 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis.

Table 7. Multiple regression analysis of constructs (criteria) by gender and exposure to outdoor education
program (predictor factors)

Constructs Predictive factors R R? Adj. R? R 2 change F change df
Teamwork Exposure 0.59 0.35 0.35 0.35 359.96* 1,669
Gender 0.02 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.25 1,669
Exposure * Gender 0.59 0.35 0.35 0.01 0.31 1,668
Leadership ability Exposure 0.84 0.70 0.70 0.70 1554.54* 1,669
Gender 0.03 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.61 1,669
Exposure * Gender 0.84 0.70 0.70 0.01 241 1,668
Confidence Exposure 0.86 0.74 0.73 0.74 1862.43* 1,669
Gender 0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.01 1,669
Exposure * Gender 0.86 0.74 0.74 0.01 0.01 1,668
Time management Exposure 0.82 0.68 0.68 0.68 1401.84* 1,669
Gender 0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.01 1,669
Exposure * Gender 0.82  0.68 0.68 0.01 0.01 1,668

Two multiple regression analysis were performed to see whether exposure to outdoor education and gender can
predict changes in soft skills development. Regression equations show that exposure to outdoor education
program provides a significant effect for all constructs of soft skills (teamwork: R 2 = 0.35, F (1,669) = 359.96, p
<0.05; leadership ability: R 2 =0.70, F (1,669) = 1554.54, p <0.05; confidence: R 2= 0.74, F (1,669) = 1862.43,
p <0.05; time management: R 2 = 0.68, F (1,669) = 1401.84, p <0.05).Meanwhile, the predictive factors of
gender and interaction between the two predictive factors were not significant. Based on these results, exposure
to outdoor education program is a better predictor to assess changes in soft skills.

4. Summary

In conjunction with this study, several conclusions were obtained. The first conclusion is that participation in
outdoor education programs provides benefits in terms of changes in soft skills of students in institutions of
higher education. Although this study cannot be generalized to all students in Malaysia, but the findings and
conclusions made can be generalized to all teenagers who are in educational institutions. The study also proves
that there are positive changes in four constructs of soft skills. This finding is consistent with the findings by
other researchers such as Neill (2003) and Stenger (1994). This study also showed that demographic factors do
not provide significant differences in the development of soft skills. Thus, it can be concluded that outdoor
education programs can be used both for boys and girls alike. These findings are consistent with previous
findings made by Acuff (1976) and Neill (2000) on soft skills, life effectiveness and the influence of sequencing
in outdoor education activities.
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