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“

RYA ONBOARD AND
BROADER LEARNING

I could see the confidence
when he came out was just
brilliant. I think for him it’s
a huge difference – team work,
working together, confidence
in coming in and chatting to

OnBoard is the Royal Yachting Association’s grassroots
programme run at over 280 clubs and commercial sailing
centres across the UK for junior sailing and windsurfing.
Its aim is to provide safe, fun and equal access to sailing and
windsurfing for anyone aged 8-18 through a structured and
progressive programme.

everybody
thriving network

280+ UK OnBoard venues

safe, fun, equal access
for 8-18 year olds

96,795

first experiences
2019 / 2020

For many years now we have known that sport and physical activity can have a beneficial effect on our
health and mental well being. Recent major studies have shown an ever-increasing number of additional
benefits in terms of social and personal development. These positive effects are amplified in challenging
sports such as sailing and windsurfing where participants are stimulating and strengthening both mind
and body. RYA OnBoard has been working with the University of Winchester and Professor Bill Lucas
to explore and identify the broader learning benefits that getting out on the water can bring.
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OnBoard provides an excellent platform for developing

six key character attributes

YOUNG PEOPLE TODAY

A STUDY

Young people growing up in the UK today face multiple barriers to living
healthy, happy and successful lives. Those from poorer backgrounds
face an even greater number of barriers, as their educational attainment
continues to fall well below that of those from more affluent backgrounds.
They are also more likely to experience mental and physical health
issues, making it harder for them to find and remain in meaningful
education and employment.

1 IN 8

5 to 19 year olds had

98% of teachers stated
playing outdoors improves children’s
social skills and 84% said it made

children happier

mental disorders in 2017

THE IMPACT OF SAILING ON YOUNG PEOPLE

In 2019, the RYA, in partnership with the
Andrew Simpson Foundation, launched a
comprehensive research project to evidence the
impact on young people following participation
in the OnBoard programme.
Dr Haira Gandolfi, Dr Richard Sheldrake, and
Professor Michael J. Reiss from the UCL Institute
of Education were commissioned to carry out the
project and worked with the RYA to design an
approach which would stand up to academic
rigour whilst also being practical to implement

in busy sailing centres and clubs.
Young people completed questionnaires before
and after undertaking the OnBoard programme.
Other young people (who did not undertake the
OnBoard programme) within the same schools
also completed questionnaires at the same time
as a comparator and control. Overall, 371 young
people (aged 8-17 years old) completed a before
(baseline) questionnaire and also an after (followup) questionnaire. This was across 19 schools and
14 sailing clubs or commercial sailing centres.

Before I didn’t
know I could do it
and now I feel I
can do anything
if I try.
Young person

FEEDBACK ABOUT ONBOARD

“

The outcomes for us have been a growth
in independence and a growth in attitudes
of being able to take things on

Young people from

low affluence families, or
Asian and black backgrounds
are most likely to be inactive

47%

of young people (16-18) feel
more confident online
than in person

Parent

One thing
I have noticed in
particular is them taking
initiative and doing
things themselves.
Teacher

“

It’s a mix of positives that come
out of learning how to sail, such as

Employers rate character attributes such
as resilience, communication and

problem-solving to be highly important

when recruiting and in short supply currently

increased confidence, determination,

Almost two-thirds of children worry

‘all the time’

independence, especially for those
that carry it on

Instructor

WIDE-RANGING BENEFITS FOR ALL

KEY FINDINGS

Participation in the OnBoard programme is evidenced to deliver wider benefits to children and young
people beyond sailing techniques and life skills. Several of the children referenced how these sessions
were their only opportunity to engage in outdoor activities, and most of them had never sailed before,
despite sites being located in their own local communities. Teachers also highlighted that sailing is often
seen as a middle-class activity, so their schools’ main reason for enrolling students in the programme
was to give them access to a type of experience they would not normally get elsewhere. Similarly, some
parents reported the relevance of OnBoard to the current reality of under-funded schools and an underfunded youth sector. Access to different activities, in their view, can give children and young people new
perspectives about the world and suggest possible life goals.
OnBoard sessions contribute to participants’
wider personal and social development.
This includes enhancing their social skills
with both peers and adults; maturity;
ability to accept responsibility
and concentrate on tasks

4 IN 5

felt they were better able to

88%

felt that sailing / windsurfing
showed them they could do
new things if they tried

think creatively

OnBoard sessions are enjoyed
by almost all participants. Participants
		
highlighted that sessions engender
feelings of fun and freedom

OnBoard plays an important role in
tackling social injustice. It provides unique
experiences to those from disadvantaged backgrounds
and can help to develop self-confidence   and
open up
self-confidence
further
opportunities
furthfurther
oppor

82%
were better able
to work as a team

84% liked being

around the water more
following an OnBoard session

Participants felt more
supported by peers. They also
felt more relaxed and confident
in themselves following
an OnBoard session

OnBoard sessions particularly develop the
attributes of teamwork, communication and confidence.
Course leaders and parents also noticed that learning to
		
sail was challenging, fun and about much more
				
than just sailing

3 IN 4

felt better able to do

some things independently

81%
felt more confident
in themselves

A SUMMARY FROM PROFESSOR BILL LUCAS
For some while we have known that the experience of sailing over a number of days
builds resilience, teamwork and self-esteem. We also know that physical activity
is associated with health, increased well being, cognitive functioning and various
character attributes such as self-awareness, goal setting, problem solving and positive
thinking. But we only have only recently begun to look specifically at the experience
of young people who learn to sail as part of a school-led programme.
In the recent Department for Education guidance, Developing Character Skills in Schools (2017)
sailing is listed as one a of a number of extra-curricular activities that can help young people to
develop character skills and the Education Endowment Foundations has shown that adventurous
outdoor learning such as sailing can boost both academic progress and self-confidence.
For the last four years the RYA’s OnBoard programme has begun to focus not only on
learning how to sail but on developing important life skills along the way – creativity,
confidence, teamwork, communication, determination and independence.
It is good to see that young people in the UCL study told researchers about how
their experiences with RYA OnBoard helped to develop teamwork, communication,
confidence and determination. These perceptions were echoed by their parents.
Unsurprisingly, fresh from an exciting session on the water, children
did not immediately talk about creativity or communication; but
their course leaders and families certainly noticed that learning
to sail as well as being fun and challenging is about much
more than sailing!
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