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OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES

The benefits for young people 

of spending time outdoors are 

clear. For younger children, it 

encourages natural curiosity, develops 

confidence and broadens horizons. 

What’s more, those children who 

regularly get out into the open generally 

develop into healthier young adults, 

often with greater self-reliance and the 

assuredness which comes from knowing 

their own capabilities.

These benefits are increased 

exponentially when it comes to young 

people with special needs. For too 

long the approach taken to people 

with SEN has been to alleviate their 

responsibilities, removing the risk of 

any mistake which may knock their 

confidence. However, this invariably 

has an adverse effect, which can itself 

damage an individual’s self-esteem. 

Unfortunately, for young people of all 

abilities growing up in more developed 

areas, opportunities to spend productive 

time in the great outdoors are becoming 

fewer and farther between. The loss of 

outdoor urban spaces for playing, and 

heightened fears about unsupervised 

play have severely reduced the time 

inner-city youngsters can spend 

outdoors. Changes in lifestyle and 

growing gaming and online cultures 

have also led many young people 

to avoid outdoor exercise – recent 

statistics claimed that two out of three 

children now play outside less than 

once a week (source: Fiona Reynolds, 

guardian.co.uk, 30/10/10).

The reduction in time spent 

outside can lead to the development 

of issues such as weight problems 

and depression. Such issues can be 

even more severe for young people 

with additional needs, who can be 

particularly at risk from obesity and 

may find it difficult to express changes 

in mood effectively. 

Healthy, outdoor activity which 

broadens horizons is therefore 

something which must be continually 

and actively encouraged for all young 

people. Many organisations, such as 

the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award and the 

Scout and Guide Associations, provide 

excellent opportunities for young people 

of all abilities to get out into nature. 

However, while all outdoor, physical 

activity is beneficial for young people, for 

those added elements of adventure and 

opportunity, you just can’t beat sailing. 

Sailing is something completely out 

of the ordinary for most people and 

some may not even realise that it is an 

activity which is open to them. However, 

it is accessible to everyone, and it has 

the ability to really inspire and motivate 

youngsters with special needs and help 

them to achieve more than they thought 

possible.

Putting a young person with low 

confidence in their abilities at the helm 

of a large ship and allowing them to 

steer the course of a vessel full of 

adults and their peers, all of whom 

have full trust in them, can prove to 

be a seminal experience. Offering him/

her the opportunity to see something 

completely new, such as a pod of 

dolphins following the vessel or the 

sun rising out of a horizon composed 

entirely of water, provides moving 

and memorable experiences and 

can open up entirely new aspirations  

and ambitions.

The opportunities for learning are 

also plentiful and can suggest engaging 
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ways to involve students. Many young 

people with SEN have issues relating to 

reading and writing, or they may struggle 

in a formal classroom environment, 

both of which can significantly hamper 

traditional learning. Trying to teach 

these individuals about coastal tides 

from a book is one thing, but allowing 

them to see for themselves the impact 

of gravity on the ocean is something 

entirely different. 

The physical learning they 

experience onboard a ship allows 

them to access information directly, 

through the lived experience of seeing 

ocean wildlife, smelling the salt in the 

air and touching the different types of 

coastal rock. This form of learning can 

have a greater impact on young people 

with SEN and yield long term retention  

of information. 

Even on a short voyage, youngsters 

with special needs can reap significant 

rewards from the variety involved in 

their duties. Gross and fine motor skills 

are needed to move about and handle 

equipment onboard, and the different 

physical surfaces aboard a vessel 

provide a range of tactile stimulation. 

Giving them responsibility for specific 

tasks, such as steering, reading a map, 

or preparing food, provides young 

people with focus, a sense of purpose 

and real, achievable goals which offer 

tangible results. Over time, young 

people can more accurately begin to 

make decisions for themselves about 

what they are able to accomplish.

Last year, I went on a particularly 

memorable trip with a group of young 

people from a special school in North 

Tyneside, who sailed with us on a four 

day trip around the north-east coast. 

The group of five from Woodlawn School 

were aged between fourteen and sixteen 

and all have additional physical and 

social needs. They joined the crew of 

our ship and travelled with a teacher 

and support assistant from their school, 

as well as with other young people from 

the area. 

Each of the Woodlawn youngsters 

finds it hard to relate to others and has 

difficulty communicating and interacting 

in social situations. However, due to 

the very nature of travelling at sea, the 

students were expected to live and work 

in close proximity to the crew and their 

peers to ensure the effective running 

of the vessel. A proficient crew works 

together closely, sharing responsibility 

for daily tasks and making use of one 

another’s strengths in order to achieve 

the best outcomes. 

This way of working as part of a 

team was quite unusual for the group, 

who preferred to be left to themselves. 

In the small space aboard the ship, 

however, they had little choice but 

to get along with each other and to 

communicate their needs clearly in 

order to make progress day to day. They 

were given different tasks and projects 

throughout the journey to stretch their 

capabilities and push them to take more 

responsibility for themselves and their 

actions. They were challenged and 

tested at every stage of the voyage to 

achieve and try new experiences.

This may sound like a demanding 

experience, and it is. However, while 

sail training programmes are not easy, 

the groups involved quickly overcome 

their initial reservations and enjoy 

the chance to push themselves. Our 

group was treated as any other new 

crew would be, and they responded by  

exceeding expectations.

Though this particular voyage 

was only four days long, the change 

in the attitude that the students went 

through was marked. Indeed, Ian 

Saunders, a teacher from the school 

who accompanied the group, noted 

afterwards that his students were 

much more confident and independent. 

These qualities benefitted them greatly 

upon their return to the classroom and 

have continued to serve them well  

ever since. 

They were challenged 
and tested at every 
stage throughout the 
voyage to achieve and 
try new experiences

Two out of three children 
now play outside less than 
once a week
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