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Sail Training – an opportunity to 
advance Ocean Literacy

John Hepburn



Sail Training

• Educational experience that occurs on board sailing 
vessels of various sizes in various contexts around 
the world

• Particular focus on personal and social 
development

• Variety of experiences ranging from day sails in 
protected waters to yearlong voyages across 
oceans

• Predominantly connected with youth development 

Schijf, Allison, Von Wald: Sail Training: A Systematic Review, Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership 
2017, Vol. 9, No. 2, pp. 167–180



Ocean Literacy

• Understanding the ocean’s influence 
on us and our influence on the ocean



Barriers to Ocean Literacy

• Lack of connection with the Ocean
– The very nature of the ocean makes it 

difficult to experience or understand.
– The sea itself is a barrier.
– The lack of personal experience on the 

ocean.

Géraldine Fauville et al; Using collective intelligence to identify barriers to teaching 
12–19 year olds about the ocean in Europe



• Examples, but 
not Sail Training



Ocean Edge Directory
www.seachangeproject.eu/campaign/sea-change-database

• School at Sea – Dutch project, six 
months on a 3 master to the 
Caribbean and back
http://www.schoolatsea.com/wat-is-school-at-sea



Is there is an appetite for a 
qualification in marine 

environmental education?

Laura Lyth; An online feasibility study: The development of a voluntary 
Marine Environmental Education programme for young people on board 

Sail Training vessels (2012)



Ocean Discoverability

Day sails for children with disabilities 
in Plymouth Sound & estuaries



A typical day

Photo: Mount Tamar School3



How much do you think you know 
about the ocean and what lives in it?

Almost 
nothing

1 

Just a bit Quite a bitEnough to know how little I know Lots

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

How much do you think you know 
about what people do with the ocean?



Glimpses of Ocean Life – Marina 
Pontoons & What They Can Teach Us

“Learning about marine life”



“I enjoyed it all.  I now know why the 
seaweed is a different colour.”

Devil's Tongue Weed – a non-native 
invasive species



“I got to know about sea creatures”

Science in the saloon – microscope and 
underwater video.



Science in the saloon – microscope and 
underwater video.





And off to sea!

“Weather not so great today, but it was great to see the 
learners in their wet weather gear and really working hard 

with crew showing fantastic team work.  Thanks to all.”



Extra points for foreign warships



Marine Litter



Trawling for plankton

“I liked learning about the sea and the 
creatures within it.”



And this is 
the plankton 
they found.
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“I enjoyed finding the pictures in the book”



And points mean prizes!

“Today was very fun. I would love to come 
again.  Thank you.”



Does it work?
How much do you think you know 
about the ocean and what lives in it?

Almost 
nothing

1 

Just a bit Quite a bitEnough to know how little I know Lots

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

How much do you think you know 
about what people do with the ocean?

What do you think you got out of your day?



Does it work?

Average level of knowledge of the marine 
environment and maritime activities

At the beginning of the day:
4.74 and 4.5 Children; 4.67 and 5.23 Adults

At the end of the day:
6.78 and 6.67 Children; 7.2 and 7.0 Adults.



Does it work?

"What you do grabs their attention and interest 
and gives them something to improve their 
concentration, knowledge and education in a very 
hands on way which they can relate to, since it is 
actually taking place on location then and there 
and is the 'real world' in action, so it is very 'hands 
on' and immediate - no text books involved!"

Julia Creeke (a funder)



They do it differently over there

Adventuress – Photo: E T Becker



Who should do it?

• Turn marine science educators into 
sail trainers?

• Turn sail trainers into marine science 
educators?

• Bring in specialist marine science 
educators?



Sound Experience
Educator/Deckhand Job Description

• Convey the Sound Experience 
education curriculum.

• Actively participate in all 
aspects of ship board life and 
program.

• Assist training new crew in 
program and deck skills.

• Work positively with youth.

Adventuress – Photo: E T Becker



Sound Experience
Educator/Deckhand Job Description

• Meals and lodging on the 
ship

• Minimum of 6 days off per 
month

• On-the-job training,

• Monthly stipends 
available dependent on 
experience.

Adventuress – Photo: E T Becker9



Sound Experience
Educator/Deckhand Job Description

• Background in sciences, 
recreation, or history.

• First degree or teaching 
certificate.

• Sailing experience 
preferred, but not 
required.

Adventuress – Photo: E T Becker



The way ahead?

• Toolkit of activities?

–Wildlife log

–Maritime activity log



The way ahead?

• Toolkit of activities?

–Wildlife log

–Maritime activity log

–Beach cleaning







The way ahead?

• Toolkit of activities?

–Wildlife log

–Maritime activity log

–Beach cleaning

–Pontoon rambles
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The way ahead?

• Local assistance?



The way ahead?

• Qualification?

–Sail trainers & leisure boaters



The way ahead?



The way ahead?

• Partnership?



Thank You
Funders 2017

Baily Thomas Charitable Foundation

Bloss Family Foundation

Dixie Rose Findlay Charitable Trust

Eggbuckland School

Elmgrant Trust

Friends of Churchtown

Norman Family Charitable Trust

Plymouth Public Dispensary

Scobell Charitable Trust 

Sir Jules Thorn Charitable Trust

Steel Charitable Trust

Participating Organisations 2017

Brook Green Centre for Learning

Doubletrees School

Cann Bridge School

Eggbuckland Community College

Horizons Children's Sailing Charity

Mount Tamar School

Pencalenick School

Plymstock School

Routeways Beckly Centre

Support, Advice and Assistance 2017

Marine Biological Association

Marine Conservation Society

Plymouth Yacht Haven

United Kingdom Hydrographic Office



Questions?


