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In August 1991 [ began a year’s secondment to British Steel
as part of the ‘Headteachers Into Industry Scheme’ based at
Warwick University. As is the case with most teachers I have
had some experience of the world of work outside of
education. However this was many years ago and mostly
confined to digging part of the new motorway system in
Kent! The opportunity to work on a specific project during
which I could attempt to apply the theories of project
planning and implementation was a chance too good to miss.
The opportunity was also there to look at many of the
elements which made up the philosophy of Technology in
the National Curriculum, that is budgeting, planning,
evaluation and product development as well as many others.

The British Steel Challenge involves 120 crew volunteers in
ten identical steel yachts sailing around the world against the
prevailing winds and currents. My seconded role has been to
manage an education support project which utilises this
unique race in a way which supports student learning. From
the outset the programme had a specific budget and initial
targets were established simply through the race starting in
September 1992. The deadlines for the development of any
publications were already tight and were complicated by the
race started date just after the summer holiday. It was clear
that the Challenge ‘Race’ was to take on different
connotations for me than I had at first imagined!

The Challenge is an immense operation, and offers so many
opportunities to educational activities and the first activity
had to be to priorities the areas that would provide the focus
of the programme. Another challenge in my earliest days on
the project was the understandably high expectations and
enthusiasm which such activities engender in everyone
connected with them. My background as a non-sailor, from a
land-locked county, and my concept of sailing as someone
standing in oilskins for hours under a freezing shower tearing
up five pound notes firmly in mind, were to act as balances in
our early meetings.

The temptations was to rush on and develop a set of resources
as quickly as possible using the extensive opportunities
offered by the Challenge. However it was a very different
course which we took, and one which, I believe, will provide
more genuine support for students in classrooms, and which
owes more to a systematic project planning approach.

The first stage of the programme was to establish and
disseminate a clear set of principles for the programme. The
process of identifying the principles involved considerable
discussion with teaching colleagues, appropriate LEA
advisers and colleagues from within British Steel who had
extensive experience of linking with education. The process
was filtered by a small group which focused in on the final
principles which were then to go to a wide variety of
discussion groups and forums both within and outside British
Steel. The principles are:

— activities and resources must be of tangible benefits to
students and staff

— they should encourage an interactive approach to learning
— they should support equality of opportunity

— some open learning strategies should be included
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— they should support a range of classroom approaches
— they should provide access for a broad range of students

— they should be consistent with British Steel’s education
support policy

— they should be complimentary to, rather than duplicate,
existing projects

— they should recognise that lasting education/industry
partnership is essentially a local activity, and support this.

These principles were agreed through a wide variety of
forums, and then became a tool which helped to focus the
programme, and enable the project group to ‘see the wood for
the trees’.

The next stage was to establish a broad project plan and to
prioritise resources. (chart)

The deadlines have been very tight and the time for materials
generation and trials have been limited. However the
allocation of resources to the steering, reference and review
process was underpinned by the principles and was now a
firm part of the programme. This has, I feel, been a real bonus
to the programme and not only involves formal review
sessions with the Steering Group established to oversee the
project, but entails extensive reference to a wider core group
looking at what really would support teachers and students in

the classroom. It is only by taking heed of the opinions of the
classroom practitioner that real support can be offered, and
this meant the establishment of a wider reference group of
teachers.

The feedback from the review process has been included in
the final programme and has positively changed the direction
we have taken. The view was that it is important to produce
something broader than just a paper-based activity pack in
order to try and make the programme genuinely interactive.
This has led us to explore the use of Information Technology
through Campus 2000. The ideas generated in our initial
discussions with Campus suggested that this element would
provide the essential component to deliver all our principles.
The idea was to have a daily update on the Challenge from
logs and environmental information, as well as develop
opportunities for schools to link with the other schools in the
Challenge ports of call in Rio, Hobart and Cape Town.
Additional conferencing opportunities are to be developed
which would enable schools to focus in on global
environmental issues and to download weather maps from the
journey around the world. It is certainly interactive!

The focus of the dissemination process was also reviewed
and the outcome was that it should be useful rather than
simply informative. In response there an ‘Into Schools’
project was developed which asked crew volunteers if they
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would like to go into local school and offer a link with the
Challenge. The response from the crews has been
encouraging and ranged from simply sending a postcard to a
class from each port of call to satellite communications from
the yachts as they are sailing. Every link is different and
makes the Challenge, in some small way, belong to students
as well as the crew volunteers.

In the consideration given to national advertising the
discussions were again on how we can make everything we
do useful. The way we decided to approach this was to resist
very firmly the pressure to have a student competition, and to
focus upon staff instead. The idea was simply to offer
tangible evidence that British Steel values the contribution of
teachers and supports their efforts in trying times. With a
limited budget, perhaps a better advertising strategy is to
invest in a full page colour advert. This approach would not
have been complimentary to the principles of the programme.
So a staff competition with prizes was developed and
launched.

The Challenge has provided me with much to reflect upon,
and with the benefit of perfect hindsight no doubt certain
features of the programme would have been different.
However the element which I believe has been essential is
one which is so often missing in project developed by
industry to support education, that is, the investment of time
in devising effective principles and a commitment to applying
them through the life of the whole project.

The most effective principles are the ones developed through
partnership, and this is a lesson which will remain with me
after my secondment is complete. My time with British Steel
plc has provided me with a vast array of experiences, at
Ashorne Hill Management College, Head Office and at works
around the country. Perhaps the most abiding impression I
will take with me though is of unlimited good humour,
unstinting courtesy, professionalism, and friendship.
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