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Unique opportunities
Oasis Community Learning was established in 2004 with a vision to create “Exceptional
Education at the Heart of the Community” and have since grown into a family of 52 academies.
We currently serve over 28,000 young people, 49% of whom are from disadvantaged
backgrounds and 31% speak English as an additional language.
We are determined to raise the educational bar for all
our students and to close the educational gap that
exists between disadvantaged students and their more
privileged counterparts.
Our strong ethos is integral to our educational provision
– it is an expression of our character, a statement of
who we are and therefore the lens through which we
assess all that we do.
The students taking part in this initiative are from the
three secondary schools in the South Coast Region.
Our Student Entitlement Vision is a clear
statement of how we expect our students to be:
proud, conﬁdent, self-aware and kind students
who are determined in the face of challenge.

Seeing points of interest like the latest
Royal Navy ships from the water
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Our students have a can-do attitude, are willing to
take risks, and celebrate diversity, knowing they
are fully supported by the academy and wider
community to be the very best.

These trips in partnership with Wetwheels Solent were
a pilot for us in providing a unique opportunity for
students from a range of backgrounds, including some
with emotional needs, personal challenges as well as
those with disabilities. We particularly worked hard to
include those with challenging accessibility needs.
In this report, we have provided highlights of the student
outcomes, which are wide and varied - from making
new friends and communicating in new ways, to being
inspired to take up a marine-based career, through to
challenging perceptions of what can be achieved, both
now and later in life.
This report was compiled with input from members of
staﬀ involved with both the planning and attendance on
these trips, and those young people who took part.
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We arrived…throwing stones on the
Isle of Wight beaches with friends
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Charlie gaining confiden
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The experience

Sam enjoying
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Oasis partnered with Wetwheels Solent who provide unique, barrier-free boating experiences,
which are fully inclusive. Inspired by Founder Geoff Holt MBE DL, Wetwheels is a world leader
in water-based activities for people of all abilities.
Paralysed himself in a swimming accident, Geoﬀ has
pioneered the build of the 9m Catamarans with easy access
for everyone, including those in wheelchairs. Wetwheels
Solent is based at Gunwharf Quays, in Portsmouth.

Able to travel at 30 knots, the ride was exhilarating.
The Skipper Keith, who was a great communicator with
those onboard, pointed out and gave historical information
on the key sites around the Solent, as the trip unfolded.

Having met with Geoﬀ and the team some weeks
previously, we were able to recognise the beneﬁts and
scope of the experience provided when going onboard
Wetwheels. Although we are based fairly close to
the water and the ocean, the sea can be physically
inaccessible for some students and prohibitively
expensive. Wetwheels allowed us to overcome these
barriers in a way we hadn’t encountered before.

The City and region have a wonderful range of history
and points of interest, which we would not otherwise
have been able to see or experience in this way, were it
not for Wetwheels.

We made three trips with groups of students from each
of the Southampton Academies. The students walked
very slowly down to the boat and were collectively a
bundle of nerves. They gained conﬁdence after their
life jackets were on and they had boarded the boat
and been given a welcoming speech by Skipper Keith,
explaining exactly what would happen during the trip.
Our students set oﬀ from Gunwharf Quays at around
10.30am and arrived in Cowes on the Isle of Wight for a
picnic lunch, then returned.
Each student had the opportunity to take the helm
themselves and drive the boat for part of the journey,
safely with expert guidance, and learn basic seamanship.
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These included historical sites such as Osborne House,
the exact location where the Mary Rose sank, the Tudor
and Napoleonic sea defences around Portsmouth such as
Spitbank Fort, as well as the latest Royal Navy ships in the
Dockyard, with an amazing perspective from the water.
Having arrived on the Isle of Wight, on the beach we
skimmed stones and had a stone-throwing competition.
We walked along the promenade and through Cowes
and found a local shop to enjoy an ice-cream, and took
the chance to discover this beautiful part of the world.
We arrived in Portsmouth for 2pm and were back at the
Academies for the end of the school day. This structure
and timing was ideal as it ﬁtted with our school hours.
The experience was unique and enabled students with
high anxiety, disabilities and other disadvantages to
access a phenomenal day trip.

The students

Andrew enjoying the sights and
sounds of being on the open water

There were three cohorts of secondary school students that
took part in the trips. In their own way, for most of the students,
life has its daily struggles - either physically, socially or emotionally.
The ﬁrst group were all children with Special Educational
Needs (SEN), characterised typically by having high levels
of anxiety. Two of the students were autistic and another
had been recently bereaved and was painfully shy. All of
them ﬁnd making friendships diﬃcult and ﬁnd relating to
others and making personal connections a challenge.
They often spend time on their own and some of
them can be like ‘lost sparrow’ characters in school.
The group and their parents were very anxious about
the trip and repeatedly asked questions of the SEN
team and the trip leader. One parent even came in on
the day of the trip to be reassured the trip would be
suitable for their child. With the extensive knowledge,
skills and experience of the Wetwheels crew, and the
robust procedures in place, all working closely with our
teaching staﬀ, we were able to allay any concerns.

trips either due to ﬁnance or because their parents were
poor at returning permission slips. We worked very hard
to ensure the permission slips came back for this trip,
with some students being given two or three letters over
the weeks before a letter came back signed, such was
our view on the potential beneﬁts and enjoyment from
this experience.
The third cohort of students were those with various
disabilities. These included a girl who was registered
blind, two students with prosthetic legs and one who
was in a motorised wheelchair. There was another
student with various health issues and was registered
with a disability. The cohort also included a child who
had been traumatically bereaved and was being cared
for by his Grandmother.

The second set of students were all from disadvantaged
families and included children that were in foster care.
This group of students would often miss out on school
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A message we received from Charlie’s parents, also
shed some light on the long lasting impact of the
experience, rippling through from the day into both
school and home life:
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Courtney doing a grea
job of steering!

James feeling the power
of the engines!
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Outcomes and observations
Accessibility
Most obviously, the students with disabilities often
ﬁnd it diﬃcult to access school trips despite the best
intentions of those running the trips. The powerboat
was fully accessible and as one student said, ‘he
enjoyed the day because he was able to do all the
things others could do, he didn’t feel diﬀerent’.
The experience on the water would have been out of
reach for most of the students without the design and
thought given by Wetwheels. Every element was open
to everyone. From boarding in your own wheelchair,
being involved with the tour and points of interest
(bobbing up and down by the buoy marking the Mary
Rose was truly ‘bringing history to life!’) to the ability to
take the wheel of the boat.

Planning, support and care
The second aspect was how the team provided
resources to help reassure those going on the boat and
their parents/carers of how safe the experience is, and
what to expect. The resources available in advance
of the trip from Wetwheels were very reassuring, and
enabled us to talk through the trip carefully with each
child that was concerned. The storyboard and antianxiety video helped our autistic and more anxious
students. Without this, we wouldn’t have gained their
consent to take part.
We also were aware that all risk assessments and
planning is part of the work conducted by Wetwheels
Director Karen, who closely co-ordinated all aspects of
the trips with ourselves.

Costs and funding
The cost of the trip was in reach and some places
were supported by the Pupil Premium funding for
disadvantaged students. This was backed up by
Wetwheels providing these trips at a rate designed
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for the charity and not-for-proﬁt sector, which is
approximately 50% of the rate charged for other
private hires. This was hugely beneﬁcial for our cost
management and budgets.

“Despite being really anxious this morning about
the change of routine and the ‘unknown’, Charlie
really enjoyed the boat trip and telling all the
family about it when he got back! This kind of
thing deﬁnitely helps to boost his conﬁdence and
his overall experience of school which he ﬁnds an
ongoing challenge. We do a lot of coaching from
home helping him to think positively. Thank you
so much for all the support from the Academy
and Wetwheels.”

Some of the students taking part have degenerative
conditions and as they move into their adolescence,
they are becoming more aware of their diagnosis and
the obstacles it might present to them. In this respect,
having this experience and the freedom of driving the
powerboat is both an uplifting memory for them and
challenges what they might view as possible or not in
the future.
In addition, one boy’s Grandfather had been a marine
engineer. He was encouraged by talking to the crew to
follow in his grandfather’s footsteps for a future career.
The ability to inspire and open up ideas for future work
experiences or employment is so valuable.

This theme of wider and sustained impact on well-being
and behaviour, was exempliﬁed by two girls, who are
often alone around school, who struck up a friendship,
which has carried on since the trip. Two boys with
special educational needs, strengthened their friendship
during the day, all of which we hope to see blossom in
the new term.

Memories created
There were many special memories on the trips. Simple
things like skimming stones on the beach at Cowes
were stand-out moments of children being children
and enjoying their surroundings. Eating ice creams on
the promenade or sitting and sharing a bag of chips
together and laughing.

Navigating the

The carer of the boy in the motorised wheelchair said,
‘Thank you for an amazing day’ - just to see the huge smiles
on their faces and hear them laugh was well worth it.
One of the students with a disability was overjoyed to
wear the captain’s hat and drive the powerboat! They
all found it hard to put into words how great the time
was. When asked for a score out of 10, one boy gave a
score of “Two Million!”

Wider impact
What was evident was how each young person’s
conﬁdence grew during the day. Starting oﬀ anxious or
shy, each of them came out of their shells and embraced
the experience. The joy released was amazing when
they took the helm and pushed the throttle forward to
accelerate the boat. It was an experience that was like
nothing they’d experienced before.
A quote has come from the Oasis trip leader, who wrote
this about the boy who had a traumatic bereavement
this year:
“He was very quiet at the beginning of the trip
but to see the change in him throughout the
day was amazing, he was talking to the crew
about the boat and his conﬁdence just grew and
grew, he was buzzing by the end and he couldn’t
stop smiling.”

harbour

Next steps and
conclusion
Our experience of working with Wetwheels
has kept with our vision for exceptional
education at the heart of the community.
The words in this report do not fully capture the joy
felt by the students on the water but combined with
the photography, give a glimpse of how exceptional
the time was.
The experience provided by Wetwheels is one
that we wish to provide to other students in the
future, and to build on this success. By sharing our
outcomes within the Academy and further aﬁeld,
we hope this inspires others to join this journey
of discovery.
Taking a moment to reﬂect on the
day and Wetwheels experience
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If you wish to know more about Oasis Community Learning –
part of the Oasis group of charities – please contact:
The Oasis Centre, 75 Westminster Bridge Road, London SE1 7HS
www.oasiscommunitylearning.org
@OasisAcademies

