
 

SCHOOL AT SEA – THE  PEDAGOGICAL BACKGROUND 
 
School at Sea gives students the opportunity to discover. To discover the sea and 
life aboard a sailboat. To discover other countries and their inhabitants. To 
discover themselves and others on board. The goal of all this discovery is to 
contribute to the personal development of the pupil, to their growth into a self-
conscious person who takes on the world full of life experience and confidence. 
School at Sea program is based on various pedagogical and psychological 
theories. These theories will be discussed in this pedagogical background and 
also how they fit into the School at Sea concept.  
 
 
THE PHASES OF DEVELOPMENT OF ADOLESCENTS  
 
The School at Sea methodology takes into account the developmental phases of 
its pupils. It is important to acknowledge that the students, youngsters between 
15 and 18 years old, are in their adolescence.  During this phase adolescents go 
through multiple developmental changes and these can be divided into 
psychosocial developments and cognitive developments (Westenberg, 2008).  
 
Psychosocial Aspect 
Despite centuries of debate about the psychosocial development in adolescence 
there is still no clear theory or paradigm at hand. Prominent researchers in 
adolescent psychology, like Laurence Steinberg and Elizabeth Chauffman, name 
several features of the psychosocial development (Steinberg and Chauffman, 
1996). Westenberg has summarized these features into the following four topics 
(Westenberg, 2008):  
 
1. The ability to control one’s own impulses and emotions.  
2. The development of autonomy in relationships with parents and peers.  
3. The growing capacity to empathize with others and to understand aberrant  

viewpoints.  
4. The increasing feelings of responsibility for self and others.  
 
Something that was missing in these theories on psychosocial development was 
how this development occurs. Studies by Westenberg et al. (2000; 2003) show 
that this process can be described as multiple sliding panels. Development is not 
abrupt and does not happen at the same pace for all children. Westenberg 
distinguishes four different panels in adolescence. Until the age of about 9 or 10 
children are still true children; impulsive, dependent, focused on parents and 
caretakers for instruction, guidance, nurture and protection. The beginning of 
adolescence is characterized by a focus on independence and invulnerability; the 
self-protecting panel.  Between the ages of 13 and 14 years old the conformist 
panel slides to the front; the egocentrism from the previous phase is replaced by 
conformism to the peergroup. What other people think becomes as important as 



 

what the adolescent thinks for itself. During the age of 17 the self-awareness 
panel slides into place. The conformism of the previous phase is replaced by 
one’s own; own feelings, wishes and characteristics take centre stage, even when 
they differ from others in their surroundings. An awareness of the fact that 
differences can lead to conflict arises. The fourth and final panel is called the 
responsible panel. It is difficult to stipulate around what age this panel comes 
into focus, since the individual differences in age vary tremendously. The self-
observing attitude gives room to self-expansion and self-enhancement. Thus a 
shift materializes from “who am I” to “who could or should I be”.  The young 
adult takes responsibility for the consequences of its own behaviour. The 
psychosocial development can continue on until the age of 24 and seems to be 
independent of the physical and cognitive development.  
 
Cognitive Development 
Most researchers agree that when studying cognitive development one can 
observe an impressive diversity of features that develop during the first part of 
adolescence. A vast expansion in knowledge takes place. Working memory and 
information processing improve both in terms of efficiency as well as capacity. 
Spatial insight and logical reasoning arrive at a higher level. Furthermore a 
greater awareness of individual thinking develops the ability to conduct and 
monitor personal learning behaviour increases. Recent studies show (Paus, 2005) 
why especially the development of metacognitions, social awareness and 
feelings of responsibility continue on past puberty during the second half of 
adolescence.  This is primarily attributed to the expansion of the brain. We have 
only recently started to observe brain development in action thanks to the arrival 
of the MRI-scan. Research in this area by Van Leijenhorst et al. (2010) shows that 
the part of the brain that is involved with emotions, sexual incentives and 
vulnerability to stress is also linked to reward susceptibility. This part of the brain 
develops earlier than the part that is sensitive to negative consequences of 
behaviour. This explains why teenagers show behaviour that becomes 
increasingly risky. The observed chance of reward increases and they simply do 
not have any stimuli in their brain that put this in perspective with the chance of 
negative consequences. So is growing up then just a matter of waiting it out? No, 
it is not. Research shows (Crone & van der Molen, 2004) that half of growing up 
is determined by our genes and the other half is influenced by the environment. 
The brain therefore is trainable and the environment should offer suitable 
incentives at appropriate times.  
 
 
SCHOOL AT SEA AND THE PSYCHOSOCIAL AND COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT 
 
There is room for all features of the psychosocial and cognitive development of 
the 15 to 18 year olds at School at Sea. Let’s first take a closer look at the 
psychosocial features summarized in Westenberg’s four topics.  
 
1. The ability to control one’s own impulses and emotions.  



 

a) A student aboard our ship can be a child, captain, cook, group leader or 
mate and thus encounter many different situations, roles and 
experiences.  These new encounters cause our participants to gain more 
insight in themselves, in their behaviour, in their abilities and possibilities 
and to discover their own limitations and boundaries.  

b) Life aboard also contributes to the acceptance of one’s own body and 
effective movement. Constantly adjusting to the movement of the waves, 
climbing the masts, setting, trimming and stowing the sails have an 
important function in bodily awareness. The absence of mirrors and 
media deemphasize looks and clothing. This conduces the discovery, 
acceptance and appreciation of one’s own body. Studies show that the 
awareness of the body has a positive influence on personality 
development (Tamboer, 1985).   

2. The development of autonomy in relationships with parents and peers.  
a) Contact with parents during the journey is possible. It is however limited 

to e-mail and telephone only when we are ashore or close to land. Our 
participants will therefore experience a release from the daily guidance of 
their primary caretakers at home.  

b) The journey makes students start new friendships and due to the small 
number of people on board a diversity of relationships will materialize 
(like for instance friend, study partner, political ally or guard buddy).  

3. The growing capacity to empathize with others and to understand aberrant  
viewpoints.  

a) The ship is a closed system and students cannot leave. This means that 
arguments and disagreements cannot be avoided or ignored.  Norms and 
values do not become internalized unless a student opts for it personally.  
The long duration of the stay aboard will ensure the constant tuning, 
adaptation and adjustment of these norms and values. This is 
accompanied by discussions among students and the opportunity to try 
out different directions. Teachers and crew will guard the boundaries of 
these discussions and interactions.  

b) The expeditions ashore will put the students in contact different cultures. 
These expeditions are consciously designed to provide intense contact 
with the inhabitants in a way that the culture is not just looked upon but 
also experienced and sensed. This will help students develop and refine 
their own norms and values.  

4. The increasing feelings of responsibility for self and others.  
a) Life aboard is structured in a way that requires  participants to care for 

themselves and for each other. The ship is a miniature society and 
everybody is needed in order to make it sail.  Furthermore a team is 
needed for execution of most of the tasks and this promotes 
interdependence.  

b) The ultimate responsibility lies in the phase where the students actually 
take over the ship. The roles of captain, steering mate, quartermaster, 
boatswain and engineer  are all fulfilled by students now. The regular 
crew only steps in when safety comes into question.  



 

c) School at Sea has a different way of looking at success. Not only the 
accomplishment of a desired outcome is acknowledged as a success, but 
also all actions that are undertaken to achieve this result. If you are 
willing to learn from your mistakes the success is not determined by 
results alone.  New insights and the possibility to learn from mistakes are 
new forms of success. This attitude teaches a student to live and learn in 
a totally different way. Taking responsibly becomes second nature.  

 
School at Sea also contributes actively to the cognitive development of the 
students. This is done in the five following ways:  
 
1. School at Sea practises competence focused education, where social 

competences and competences specific for the school subject must be 
distinguished.  

2. The various school subjects are given within an applicable context; for 
instance Maths for astronavigation, Biology for studying marine life and 
Spanish and French for communicating with the locals in the Caribbean.   

3. Competences of the school subjects are at the level of the fourth year of 
VWO.  

4. Social competences have partly been discussed in the section on 
psychosocial development. Students also receive insights in various learning 
and communication styles, receiving and administering feedback, motivating 
others and various leadership styles.   

5. Students are mostly taught through projects. The following distinction in 
these projects can be made:  

a) Nautical projects; navigation, astronavigation, game theory, nautical law, 
oceanography, meteorology, climatology, nautical history, rituals and 
customs.  

b) Countries and cultures; geography, culture, art, literature, flora and 
fauna, history, politics, language and coping with the unfamiliar.  

c) Learning to learn. Students are made responsible for their own learning 
process. They will learn to reflect upon the experiences they encounter, 
plan activities and gain insight into their own (contra)productive 
behaviour.   
 

The School at Sea program connects with the current vision in our society of 
learning your whole life long. It provides an answer to the rapidly changing 
civilization around us.  The image of going to school for a few years and then 
exercising a certain trade or craft, usually with the same employer throughout 
one’s life, is out-dated (For more information please visit 
www.leonardodavinci.nl). School at Sea and its experiential learning fit well into 
this. School at Sea students are stimulated to approach new situations in a 
flexible and constructive way with confidence. This obtained quality will be 
useful to them for the rest of their lives.  
 
 



 

OUTWARD BOUND/ EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING  
 
Experiential learning is not a new concept. Confucius already articulated it 
accordingly (Morgan, 2008):  
 
‘Tell me and I will forget, show me and I may remember, involve me and I will 
understand.’  
 
Kurt Hahn (1960; 1965) however was innovative when he formulated his plan for 
new education. Hahn constructed his ideas by looking at the shortcomings in the 
development of adolescents in the 1930s. His ideas were further developed 
during the Second World War and can still be used today. Hahn verbalizes his 
basic principles in reaction to the social diseases he identifies in society at that 
time. These diseases are:  

1. Decline of Fitness due to modern methods of locomotion [moving about]; 
2. Decline of Initiative and Enterprise due to the widespread disease of 

spectatoritis; 
3. Decline of Memory and Imagination due to the confused restlessness of 

modern life; 
4. Decline of Skill and Care due to the weakened tradition of craftsmanship; 
5. Decline of Self-discipline due to the ever-present availability of stimulants 

and tranquilizers; 

In 1974, when Hahn died, these were still contemporary topics and we still don’t 
have to look far to recognize these diseases in our society at present day, for 
instance in obesity, depression, and addiction issues (Lemmens, 2010; Strauss, 
1999; Derenvensky & Gupta, 2004). Hahn stipulates four basic principles to 
prevent these diseases.   
 

1. Fitness Training. To compete with one's self in physical fitness; in so doing, 
train the discipline and determination of the mind through the body. 
Becoming better at something builds confidence and creates power to 
overcome shortcomings.  

2. Expeditions. Undertaking expeditions serves many different gals. First of all it 
satisfies the need to explore and discover in young people. Furthermore it 
teaches teenagers to plan, prepare and execute and other aspects of 
excursions. These tasks require determination and the showing of initiative. 
Staying overnight and surviving nature will contribute to self-confidence, 
endurance and perseverance. Hahn notes that especially the experience of 
being alone shall be rewarded with numerous new insights.  

3. Projects (e.g., involving crafts, music, arts and manual skills). Working on 
projects can reveal hidden talents, interests and qualities. Normal 
schoolwork and its exams are a fine way of showing certain qualities in 
students. Nonetheless extracurricular activities and projects can, according 



 

to Hahn, be a necessary addition to normal education in bringing out other 
hidden qualities.  

4. Service to others (e.g., surf lifesaving, fire fighting, first aid). According to 
Hahn there are three ways of winning someone over; convincing, obligating 
and attracting. Seeing the benefits of servitude can only be acquired by 
experiencing it for oneself. The willingness to take the first step stems from 
feeling needed.  

 
The results of experiential learning have been studied abundantly. Research by 
Kolb (1984)   demonstrates that being able to learn from experiences is 
dependent upon the following necessary steps:  
 

1. A student must be prepared to get actively involved in the experience.  
2. A student must be able to reflect on the experience  
3. A student must be capable of analysing the experience and develop 

concepts about the experience  
4. A student must have decision and problem solving skills to apply those 

new concepts.  
 
 
OUTWARD BOUND & SCHOOL AT SEA 
 
The organisation aboard the Tall Ships of School at Sea is based on Hahn’s four 
elements (1960; 1965). Besides that it is probably most important that the 
students get their own responsibility in all aspects of the journey, from the 
preparation of the expeditions ashore to the complete takeover of the ship 
(where the crew only intervenes when safety is at stake). Below we will discuss 
how School at Sea interprets each element.  
 
1. Fitness Training. Physical exercise aboard consists of several parts.  When it 

comes to sailing endurance, strength and health are very important. 
Endurance exercise will involve morning aerobics on deck to prepare for 
hiking and biking during the expeditions. Strength is needed and built by 
setting the sails and climbing the masts. Students have to adjust to the 
movement of the ship or put differently become aware of new activities and 
discover new feelings. A healthy nutrition is also very important. Students 
will prepare meals themselves in order to find out what entails a healthy 
meal. 

2. Expeditions. School at Sea is of course one big expedition, but apart from 
these six months students will embark on smaller expeditions. They will be 
responsible for the preparation, planning and execution of these 
expeditions, like for instance climbing Tide Mountain in Tenerife or spending 
the night in middle of nowhere in the Azores.  

3. Projects. School at Sea is organised in a way that lets all students discover 
their talents in different disciplines. These disciplines are:  



 

a) Ship maintenance, painting, repairs and weather forecast 
b) Life aboard, shopping, cooking, scheduling, organising meetings, but also 

arts and theatre to transfer experiences onto others.  
c) Exchange with other cultures, collecting information about the countries 

we visit, preparing and executing the visit. These visits differ from the 
expeditions, while in the latter experiencing nature and being one with it 
is the central focus.  

4. Service to others. At School at Sea servitude recurs almost literally. All ships 
at sea are obliged to assists all other ships and their passengers. This means 
that a look out and listening guard are on duty 24 hours a day in case a ship 
is in distress. Everybody aboard is also dependent on fellow passengers 
when is comes to safety.  Emergency situations are practised every day, for 
instance man overboard, sinking ship and medical evacuation.   

 
School at Sea also applies Kolb’s steps (1984): concrete experience, observation 

of and reflection on that experience, formation of abstract concepts based upon 

the reflection and actively testing the new concepts. It is very important to 

practise these skills often to turn them into automatic behaviour and have 

students internalise them. This means that each experience is evaluated by going 

through the four steps. This will ultimately result in students analysing and using 

their experiences automatically. What is learned becomes as important as how is 

learned.  

If you want to build a ship, don't drum up people to collect wood and don't assign 
them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of 

the sea. 
Antoine de St. Exupéry 
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