
“Young people are curious, and they learn quickly. We 
should not deny them the opportunity to learn by taking 
risks. Seeking to protect them from every conceivable 
hazard, rather than sensibly managing the genuine risks 
they face, ultimately leaves them in harm’s way, not to 
mention robbing them of memories that last a lifetime.” 

Dame Judith Hackett 2012 (former Chair of HSE) 
 

Oxfordshire Outdoors: Learning through Adventure 
 
This article deliberately focusses on an 
old quote that clearly states the need 
for children and young people to be 
given the opportunity to experience, 
analyse and understand the 
implications of risk taking. Look at its 
date, has it happened? How much has 
changed? 

An Oxfordshire Outdoors course will 
focus on how we can use ‘adventure’ 
to provide opportunities to recognise and experience genuine risk, using a risk benefit approach to really 
enhance the learning and progress of all participants.  

What is an adventure?  How about these definitions: 
Uncertainty of outcome….a risky/hazardous/ challenging 
undertaking…..participation in exciting events…..an unusual and 
exciting or daring experience….excitement associated with 
danger or the taking of risks 
 
At an Oxfordshire Outdoors centre we aim to make the whole residential experience an adventurous 
one. Why? Because we feel this is a  powerful way of enabling participants to experience ‘real’ learning; 
to recognise and apply the lessons they  learn along the way; developing a layering learning  so that it 
becomes cumulative and progressive as the course unfolds.  

 
What does the ‘adventure’ look and feel 
like? Maybe this simple model will help 
explain the elements that merge 
together to create enjoyable learning 
experiences. 
 
The elements are intertwined and can 
feature and overlap at any time during 
the course. This is important as it allows 
the individuals to develop at their own 
rate and to determine their own goals. 
Enjoyment of learning is the core – 
though sometimes eg on a wet, cold day 
this may be a bit more retrospective! 
 
Facing and coping with challenge is the 
key, though on occasion it may not lead 
to an entirely successful outcome. 

Through the setting, reviewing and reshaping of individual and group targets on a daily basis, 
participants learn to recognise and ‘own’ their learning. 
 
Very simply we put the ownership of the course into 2 areas. The group leader will be asked to define 
the course aims (hopefully with the group) and on arrival the group are tasked with achieving these and 
are given responsibility for setting and maintaining standards during their course.  
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Progressing 

Achieving 

A ship in a harbour is safe, but 
that’s not what ships are for 

John Shed 1928 



Working collaboratively, visiting staff and centre staff will 
assess progress, aiming for every individual to make 
incremental progress. This requires close monitoring, good 
communication and the willingness to allow the participants 
sufficient time to ‘work it out’ for themselves.  
 
What constitutes success must be determined if it is to be 
measured, so for one child it may be something very different 
to another. This is where individual goal setting becomes 
important and we focus on this.  For some this can be a 
significant change to the classroom experience.  

 
The activities and the venues we use are challenging and by necessity our centre tutors are responsible 
for managing safety. However we actively encourage all participants to identify risk, learn how to 
manage situations and to experience what this feels like. This approach, when accurately delivered, 
leads to powerful and long lasting learning experiences, developing key skills that can transfer into other 
facets of life.  
 
At the centres routines are in place to enable the smooth running of the course and the groups are given 
responsibility for putting these into practice. The ‘adventure’ may take a different guise, for example 
sharing a bedroom with others and keeping it tidy; sharing a table in the dining room, trying different 
food, serving each other and tidying away; organising and being responsible for one’s own clothing 
….elements that are often taken for granted, or occasionally missed out in some school aims! 
 
Does it work and how do we know?  
Below are extracts from our 17/18 course evaluations, which have a strong correlation, providing the 
evidence that underpins our approach. 

      

            

            
 
Finally let’s not forget the character development and building resilience that takes place ….. but that’s 
for another article…..  
 

98%  

sessions were 
challenging and fun 

98.5% 

gave me  clear aims 
and objectives each 

day 

97%  

encouraged me to 
succeed 

89%  

gave me feedback 
that was helpful 

teaching 

100%  

sessions had 
appropriate levels of 

challenge 

99%  

students had clear 
aims and objectives 

each day 

100%  

students encouraged 
to succeed 

98%  

appropriate & relevant 
feedback given 

teaching 

97%  

make progress with 
outdoor skills 

91% 

learn how to get on 
with others 

96%  

learn about managing 
risks and staying safe 

91%  

became more 
confident 

learning 

95%  

students review and 
reflect on their 

learning 

95%  

different learning styles 
were recognised and 

acted on 

99% 

students identify risks 
and stay safe 

98%  

students independent 
& socially aware 

learning 
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