
HORIZONS 93              SPRING 202128

Have you ever thought about the impact you have on those 
around you, your clients or participants, immediate colleagues 
DQG�RWKHU�2XWGRRU�SUDFWLWLRQHUV"��,�GLG�DQG�LW�PRWLYDWHG�PH�

WR�HPEDUN�RQ�D�MRXUQH\�UHVHDUFKLQJ�ZKDW�,�GLG��KRZ�,�GLG�LW�DQG�
WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�LW�PDGH��D�MRXUQH\�HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK�DQG�JRLQJ�EH\RQG�
UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH���

,�UHÁHFW�KHUH�RQ�P\�MRXUQH\�DV�D�YROXQWHHU�VDLO�WUDLQLQJ�SUDFWLWLRQHU�
becoming a practitioner-researcher and academic in educational
research.  I describe the development of my practice and 
engagement with research, which I relate to the current landscape for 
professional development and the Outdoor Learning (OL) 
5HVHDUFK�+XEV�SURMHFW���0\�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�DV�D�VDLO�
trainer inspired me to research voyage processes as a 
practitioner-researcher.  This informs my current academic work in a 
small-scale study supporting sail training practitioners as 
researchers.

In 2012, as a recreational sailor with no prior experience of sail 
training (as a type of Outdoor Learning) or youth work, I volunteered 
with the Ocean Youth Trust North (OYTN), a sail training charity, as 
a trainee Watch Leader aboard their 70 foot ocean-going ketch, the 
James Cook.  I would become involved in supporting non-sailing 
activity (e.g., safeguarding) and, in 2017, was appointed as a trustee.  
,Q�P\�ÀUVW�VHDVRQ�VDLOLQJ�ZLWK�2<71��,�ZDV�WKH�JUDWHIXO�EHQHÀFLDU\�RI�
experienced OYTN full-time and volunteer sail trainers and the young 
crews with whom I sailed.  I was struck by the observable change in 
young crew members, transforming many from timid, 
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6I¾IGXMRK�SR�E�TVEGXMXMSRIV´W�NSYVRI]�XS�FIGSQMRK�E�
practitioner-researcher

individualistic landlubbers to active, enthusiastic members of a 
crew-at-sea.  I also recognised positive changes in my own sense 
of self and wellbeing as I became a sail trainer and member of the 
OYTN community.

,�HPEDUNHG�RQ�RQ�WKH�MRE�FRPSHWHQF\�EDVHG�WUDLQLQJ�LQ�¶KDUG·�
technical sailing skills and developed my knowledge of things such 
as current best practice, policies and codes of practice, and 
HQYLURQPHQWDO�DZDUHQHVV��ZKLOVW�SUDFWLVLQJ�P\�UHSHUWRLUH�RI�¶VRIW·�RU�
social skills.  Full-time sea-staff require commercially endorsed 
VHDIDULQJ�TXDOLÀFDWLRQV��EXW�PDQ\�YROXQWHHUV�ZLOO�DFFHVV�5R\DO�
Yachting Association (RYA) accreditation via their organisation, often 
at no, or subsidised, cost.  OYTN supported me in achieving RYA 
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ��LQFOXGLQJ��IRU�H[DPSOH��:DWFK�/HDGHU��3RZHUERDW�
Handling and Marine Radio).  In the UK, the Association of Sail 
Training Organisations (ASTO, the umbrella organisation for sail    
training providers) facilitates training opportunities and access to 
funding, for example international exchanges and Trinity House 
EXUVDULHV��IRU�DOO�VDLO�WUDLQHUV�������7KLV�LQLWLDO�WUDLQLQJ�ZDV�QRW�WKH�ÀQDO�
destination, rather it was, in common with other areas of Outdoor 
Learning, the entry point towards developing as a professional 
practitioner (2) and further practical experience and learning was 
required.  I also learned, perhaps more importantly, to appreciate sail 
training as an effective approach to personal and social development 
for all involved, sea-staff and crew alike.

7KH�DGDJH�¶SUDFWLFH�PDNHV�SHUIHFW·�KDV��KLVWRULFDOO\��LQÁXHQFHG�WKH�
design of many skills-based programmes.  However, it can take up
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to 10,000 hours to master a skill (think of musicians, chess masters 
or elite sports (3)) and this often requires further learning 
complemented by coaching or mentoring support.  OL practitioners, 
especially volunteers, do not have the luxury of time to practise; I 
found that some technical sailing skills faded between voyages and 
during seasonal breaks requiring a refresh at the start of each 
YR\DJH�RU�VHDVRQ���:H�PXVW��WKHUHIRUH��HPSOR\�D�PRUH�HIÀFLHQW�
model to develop our repertoire of skills; personal and social skills 
are maintained and developed in our everyday lives but through 
DSSOLFDWLRQ��SUDFWLFH��DQG�UHÁHFWLRQ�ZH�MRXUQH\�WRZDUGV�EHFRPLQJ�D�
professional practitioner (4). 

5HÁHFWLRQ�DQG�EHLQJ�D�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLWLRQHU�����LV�KRZ�ZH�UHÀQH�
our practice; it is how we develop best practice and from where next 
practice emerges, which might then become the best practice of the 
IXWXUH�������5HÁHFWLRQ�ZLOO�EH�IRXQG�LQ�PDQ\�RI�WKH�RXWGRRU�
experiences and activities created for your participants using 
variations of a Plan-Do-Review model.  There are two dimensions to 
UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH��

“3FnFDUJPO�JO�BDUJPO�JT�UIF�IBXL�JO�UIF�NJOE�DPOTUBOUMZ�DJSDMJOH
�
XBUDIJOH�BOE�BEWJTJOH�PO�QSBDUJDF��3FnFDUJPO�VQPO�BDUJPO�JT�
considering events afterwards. (6, p.33)   

3FnFDUJOH�VQPO�QSBDUJDF�JT�TPNFUIJOH�XF�DBO�EP�BMPOF
�XJUI�
colleagues or anyone interested in what we do.” (4)

$Q�H[DPSOH�IURP�P\�RZQ�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH�LV�P\�DSSURDFK�WR�
KHOPLQJ��WKH�·KDUG·�VNLOO�RI�VWHHULQJ�WKH�ERDW�ZKLFK�FUHDWHV�DQ�
authentic social interaction for the helmsperson and the Watch 
Leader (or person supervising the activity, see image one).  Helming 
LV�MXVW�RQH�FRPSRQHQW�LQ�WKH�FRPSOH[�PL[�RI�YR\DJH�EDVHG�DFWLYLWLHV�
and is often cited as a positive experience by young crew in their 
HQG�RI�YR\DJH�IHHGEDFN���7KURXJK�UHÁHFWLRQ�XSRQ�DFWLRQ�,�UHDOLVHG�
that my largely instructional approach to helming interrupted the 
\RXQJ�KHOPVSHUVRQ·V�¶KDZN�LQ�WKH�PLQG·��WKHLU�UHÁHFWLRQ�LQ�DFWLRQ��DV�
they concentrated on steering the boat.  With some trial-and-error, in 
P\�UHÁHFWLRQ�LQ�DFWLRQ��,�KDYH�GHYHORSHG�D�PRUH�IDFLOLWDWLYH�DSSURDFK�
E\�VLJQSRVWLQJ�WKH�ERDW·V�YLVXDO�DQG�DXGLEOH�FXHV�WR�WKH�QRYLFH�
helmsperson, such as the angle of heel, the bow moving across the 
horizon and its relationship to landmarks, or changes in wind-noise.  
It was an epiphany to realise that this approach (i.e. using less verbal 
instruction and recruiting these non-verbal cues) allowed for a more 
powerful rapport with the young helmsperson and which impacted the 
social dimensions of the voyage (7).  I have since shared this 
experience with sail training colleagues to stimulate further 
UHÁHFWLRQ�XSRQ�DFWLRQ�DQG�ZLGHU�GLVFXVVLRQ��PLUURULQJ�WKH�W\SH�RI�
UHÁHFWLRQ�XSRQ�SUDFWLFH�RIWHQ�IHDWXUHG�LQ�WKH�SDJHV�RI�Horizons (8). 

The change I witnessed in many young crew members during their 
voyage sparked my curiosity about how change might occur. For the 
FXULRXV�SUDFWLWLRQHU��DV�D�¶FRQVXPHU�RI�UHVHDUFK·��UHDGLQJ�LV�D�VWDSOH�
in (re-)constructing understanding towards greater knowledgeability; 
however, ready access to free or open-source research reports and 
MRXUQDO�DUWLFOHV�LV�RIWHQ�SUREOHPDWLF���,�ERXJKW�ERRNV��QHZ�DQG�XVHG��
RQ�VDLO�WUDLQLQJ��WKHUH�DUH�QRW�WRR�PDQ\�RI�WKHVH����RXWGRRU�DQG�
adventure and experiential learning, but I needed to read more.  An

JOIN AN OUTDOOR LEARNING RESEARCH HUB

Find out more about your local Outdoor Learning Research 
Hub and learn how to get involved: 
www.outdoor-learning-research.org/Research/Research-Hub

http://www.outdoor-learning-research.org/Research/Research-Hub
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IMAGE ONE:  At the helm

AUTHOR
Eric Fletcher, Research Associate in the School of 
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Newcastle University.

Eric believes that every day is a school day and you are 
never too old to learn.  He is a co-coordinator of the N.E. 
Outdoor Learning Research Hub and a volunteer and 
trustee with the Ocean Youth Trust North.

introduction to a leading OL practitioner and academic at the 
8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&XPEULD��IRXQG�PH�MRLQLQJ�WKH�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�2XWGRRU�
Learning (IOL), accessing Horizons and subscribing to the Journal of 
Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning (JAEOL) to give further 
scope to my reading across all types of Outdoor Adventure 
(GXFDWLRQ���0\�DSSHWLWH�IRU�UHVHDUFK�WRRN�PH�EH\RQG�WKH�UHÁHFWLYH�
practitioner, as I contemplated a systematic self-critical inquiry 
founded in sustained curiosity and the desire to learn and understand 
(9). 

Systematic self-critical approaches to inquiry, such as practitioner 
inquiry or action research, explore the here-and-now learning from 
experience and its application to real-world practice (10; 11).  These 
DSSURDFKHV�DUH�FHQWUHG�RQ�WKH�SUDFWLWLRQHU·V�SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�EULQJ�
complexity and potential for bias.  We see things as insiders whereas 
QRQ�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�PD\�DGRSW�DQ�RXWVLGHU·V�SHUVSHFWLYH���7KH�
DFDGHPLF�GHEDWHV�RQ�WKH�YDOXH��EHQHÀWV�DQG�GLVDGYDQWDJHV�RI�
LQVLGHU�DQG�RXWVLGHU�SHUVSHFWLYHV��DQG�KRZ�ELDV�PLJKW�LQÁXHQFH��DQG�
LPSDFW�UHVHDUFK�ÀQGLQJV�DQG�WKHLU�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��FRQWLQXH�WR�UDJH���
+RZHYHU��,�DJUHH�ZLWK�/DZUHQFH�6WHQKRXVH·V�SRVLWLRQ��WKDW�ERWK�
insiders and outsiders come with conscious and unconscious bias, 
DQG�WKDW�LW�LV�WKURXJK�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH�DQG�UHÁH[LYLW\�ZH�EDODQFH�
WKHVH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�WR�UHFRJQLVH�DQG�PDNH�FOHDU�DQ\�ELDV�RU�LQÁXHQFH�
������,�ZDV�FRPIRUWDEOH�ZLWK�UHÁHFWLRQ�EXW�UHÁH[LYLW\�ZDV�D�QHZ�
FRQFHSW�IRU�PH��FRPSULVLQJ�FULWLFDO�UHÁHFWLRQ�DQG�PDNLQJ�WKH�IDPLOLDU��
or taken-for-granted, strange so as to question our attitudes, thought 
SURFHVVHV��YDOXHV��DVVXPSWLRQV��SUHMXGLFHV�DQG�KDELWXDO�DFWLRQV�
towards a better understanding of how we relate to others (6; 12).  
Discussing and sharing our thinking with others, such as colleagues 
or fellow practitioners, does develop greater understanding of the 
commonalities in our practice, such as adaptability, creativity and 
spontaneity (13).  It also brings any bias(es) into our critical 
consciousness; this is a powerful tool in our professional 
development to (re-)construct our knowledgeability.  I am fortunate to
have had the time and resources to explore sail training processes 
IURP�DQ�LQVLGHU·V�SUDFWLWLRQHU�SHUVSHFWLYH���7ZR�VWXGLHV�ZHUH�

IURP�D�SDUWLFLSDQW·V�SHUVSHFWLYH��������(DFK�VWXG\��VXSHUYLVHG�E\�DQ�
experienced OL or educational academic and meeting university 
SURWRFROV��L�H��SURMHFW�DQG�HWKLFDO�DSSURYDOV���HQJDJHG�P\�UHÁHFWLYH
SUDFWLFH��DV�ERWK�D�VDLO�WUDLQHU�DQG�UHVHDUFKHU��DQG�UHÁH[LYLW\�WR�
challenge further my thinking and approaches to research design, 
methodology, data collection and analysis, and how I would share my 
ÀQGLQJV���0\�ODWHVW�DFDGHPLF�VPDOO�VFDOH�VWXG\�KDV�VXSSRUWHG�VHD�
and shore-based sail trainers to engage with research and explore 
WKHLU�RZQ�VLWXDWLRQ���(DUO\�ÀQGLQJV�VXJJHVW�WKDW�VXFK�WUDLQLQJ�
PRWLYDWHV�DQG�LQFUHDVHV�FRQÀGHQFH�IRU�WKRVH�ZDQWLQJ�WR�FRQGXFW�
WKHLU�RZQ�¶V\VWHPDWLF�VHOI�FULWLFDO�LQTXLU\·������EXW�WKDW�WKLV�LV�RIWHQ�
OLPLWHG�E\�WLPH��UHVRXUFHV��RIWHQ�ÀQDQFLDO��DQG�WKH�FRPSHWLQJ�
GHPDQGV�RI�WKH�2XWGRRU�SUDFWLWLRQHU·V�GD\�MRE��

Embarking on an academic course of study to guide your research is 
not an option for everyone.  However, there are emerging 
opportunities for practitioners to access support and engage with and 
FRQGXFW�2XWGRRU�VWXGLHV��VXFK�DV�WKH�,2/·V�SURIHVVLRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW�
framework and recognition (2), and the Outdoor Learning Research 
Hubs.  Through the research hubs a regional network of practitioners 
and academics collaborate to enhance the quality of practice, 
deepen understanding of educational and Outdoor Learning 
DSSURDFKHV��VXSSRUW�UHÁHFWLYH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�DQG�LQWHJUDWH�VPDOOHU�
scale studies into the wider evidence base (15).  

7KLV�ZDV�P\�MRXUQH\�VR�IDU��WKH�PRWLYDWLRQV��WKH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�DQG�
challenges, the support and the prevailing conditions at each stage 
RI�WKLV�MRXUQH\�KDYH�PDQLIHVWHG�LQ�GHVWLQDWLRQV�DQG�ZD\SRLQWV�ZKLFK�
were unique to me, and the course I was steering. If you have ever 
thought about what you do as an Outdoor practitioner and the impact 
you have, then I would encourage you to do the reconnaissance and 
plan your own voyage of discovery Q
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