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“There’s a song by the Beatles called Octopus’s
Garden where it makes me feel so happy,
and I kind of made a place in my head called
‘Octopus’s Garden’ where there’s no wars,
there’s no famine, there’s really no religion,
no one argues over anything. It’s just this really
happy place, and if Octopus’s Garden was real,
The Helmsman Project with all these girls,
that’s the place to go.”
Fran1, 18
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Pseudonyms have been used to protect the identity of participants.
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OUR VISION:
A WORLD WHERE YOUNG PEOPLE
REALISE THEIR POTENTIAL
The Helmsman Project brings a novel extracurricular program
to high school students located in areas of socioeconomic
disadvantage. Integrating a series of structured developmental
coaching sessions, outdoor adventure experiences and
community projects, our program aims to positively foster young
people’s personal and social development by cultivating a range
of qualities and skills including self-confidence, resilience and
social effectiveness.
Participants also develop broader perspective-taking capacities,
enabling them to perceive different and bigger possibilities
than before. Through these outcomes, our ultimate goals are to
improve young people’s educational engagement and wellbeing,
thereby assisting them to flourish and realise their potential.
“Helmsman doesn’t force you to change. It forces you to see a part
where we don’t think we know ourselves … like a person is a paradox
… you may think you know yourself the most which you do, but at
the same time, you don’t. So, I think being in that situation, kind
of learning a new perspective and seeing a new way to react to a
situation, was a very gifting and humbling experience.”
Eric, 16

What is developmental coaching?
Developmental coaching promotes the growth
in a person’s perspective-taking capacity by
facilitating a more inclusive, complex and
nuanced view of the world and the person’s
place in it.
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IMPACT MEASUREMENT
From 2013 to 2018, The Helmsman Project conducted a major Australian
Research Council (ARC) research project in partnership with the Institute
for Positive Psychology and Education (IPPE) at the Australian Catholic
University. The methodological structure of this project, a longitudinal
randomised controlled trial, is considered the ‘gold-standard’ of scientific
research. The outcomes of this investigation were recently published in
a PhD thesis entitled: Giving disadvantaged adolescents skills to flourish:
Random-control-trial intervention integrating developmental coaching
with outdoor adventure education.
The aim of this thesis was to investigate the effectiveness of The
Helmsman Project program on participants’ personal and social
development through a range of outcomes, using a methodologically
robust design and statistically rigorous analysis.
It was the first time a developmental coaching intervention had been
assessed in the context of real-world challenges precipitated through
outdoor adventure education (OAE), thereby extending prior research
in the fields of OAE and coaching psychology. The results and student
quotes shared in this report are those produced by this research project.
Research team: PhD student: Dr Wendy Gwyn, Chief Investigator:
Professor Herbert Marsh,
Co-Supervisors: Dr. Jiesi Guo and Dr Theresa Dicke, Associate Supervisor:
Dr Michael Cavanagh
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OUR IMPACT: SURVEY RESULTS
Our research found The Helmsman Project program helped its adolescent participants
to develop many important qualities and skills. When compared to the control group,
participants in The Helmsman Project program reported statistically significant positive
effects related to hope (agency & pathways thinking), positive global self-beliefs, open
thinking, wellbeing, social effectiveness, aspects of self-regulation, certain life effectiveness
skills, and reduction in negative behaviours and beliefs associated with motivation and
engagement. Self-reported change in these outcomes from pre- to post-program are
indicated in the charts below.
SIGNIFICANT HELMSMAN PROGRAM OUTCOMES*
Quality Seeking

Agency

Verbal Self-Concept

Pathways Thinking

Reduced Hampering
Self-Confidence
Focus
Self-Efficacy

Social Effectiveness

Open Thinking

Wellbeing

Active Involvement

*Each outcome is defined as follows:
Agency
Belief in one’s ability to commence
action and persevere in the pursuit
of one’s goals
Pathways Thinking
Belief in one’s ability to find
effective pathways to achieving
one’s goals
Self-Confidence
Belief in one’s ability to achieve
successful outcomes in the future
Self-Efficacy
Belief in one’s ability to take action
to manage future situations, even
the difficult ones

Open Thinking
Openness to new thoughts and
ideas
Active Involvement
Preference to be active and
energetic
Wellbeing
Positive emotions and life
satisfaction, as well as feelings of
engagement and meaning in one’s
life
Social Effectiveness
Belief in one’s effectiveness in
social situations

Focus
Ability to centre one’s attention on
a task despite distractions or other
difficulties
Reduced Hampering
Reduction in maladaptive thoughts
and behaviours that undermine
motivation and engagement
Verbal Self-Concept
Belief in one’s ability in English as
an academic subject
Quality Seeking
Putting effort into getting the best
possible results when doing things
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PRE/POST CHANGE:
PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS vs CONTROL GROUP
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A particularly valuable outcome of The Helmsman Project is the
broadening of participants’ perspectives and openness to new ideas,
providing greater capacity for responding to the challenges they face.
“[W]hen we have a fight, at first it’s a bit disheartening, but at
the end of the day I think [the program] has given me that kind of
perspective to kind of step aside from my position and his position
and see it as a bystander, in a sense where I made a mistake and
a sense where he made it, so once everyone’s calmed down we’ll
talk about it then and everything’s fine. So, I think ... it’s given me
a new perspective to see a situation. I think that’s what it really is.”
Eric, 16

Verbal
Self-Concept

Quality
Seeking
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INTERVIEWS
Interviews conducted with graduates of our programs also highlighted a
range of outcomes;
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“I don’t think our school ever experienced something that was so student led, and I think it
was such a great opportunity to show people what we can do: that we can make a difference
and set a precedent.”
Daisy, 16
“You achieve something you didn’t expect to achieve – ‘cause I did not expect to be SRC
[Student Representative Council]. I always thought that I’ll just be the student that’s quiet
and just finish high school this way, go after what happens after high school. But then I
actually went from the quiet student to being a leader from like so unexpectedly, and it all
happened after Helmsman too, so I’m very grateful to be in The Helmsman Project.”
Beth, 15
“Charlie expressed how before the THP program, he and his teacher interacted “as teacher/
student relationships do.” However, the “strong bond of friendship” they developed during
the program enabled Charlie to ask the teacher for help when he was experiencing a difficult
life situation, something he recognised he wouldn’t have been able to do before the program:
“I would still be in the same situation if I didn’t reach out. I probably, honestly, probably
wouldn’t even be here.” So something as little as this has reached out to make a huge impact
in my life.”
Dr Wendy Gwyn, Researcher
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LESSENING OF INEQUITY IN
EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES
One of the research findings indicates that some of the outcomes from the program are
greater for participants with lower baseline levels on the program measures.
This suggests that programs like The Helmsman Project may be able to offer compensatory
benefits to disadvantaged students that may ultimately support a lessening of inequity in
educational outcomes. This reinforces the need for such programs to be as readily available
to disadvantaged students as they are to students with greater resources/advantages.
In addition, program participants reported increases in positive self-beliefs, including
perceptions of their social competence. Self-beliefs are held to fundamentally influence a
person’s success or failure in school.
“[T]o feel that The Helmsman Project has pushed me this far, got me out of my shoes, it’s
amazing, and that’s helped me with my future goals, I guess, ‘cause a few years back I would
have never thought about my future the way I do now. The way I think about my future now is
like ‘I want to do this, this, this, this.’ I’ve got so many open doors.”
Alex, 17
“Another participant noted how prior to the THP program, he felt that he was “not worth
anything,” that he was “just a failure,” and maybe he should “just drop out [of school]”.
However, participation in the program helped him to build his self-esteem through “goal setting
and achieving,” and to recognise that he “has stuff to offer.”
Dr Wendy Gwyn, Researcher

ADDING VALUE TO OUTDOOR
ADVENTURE EDUCATION
From the outset, developmental coaching was explicitly incorporated into our program
with the intention of amplifying the experiential learning process and the outcomes for
participants, resulting in a novel type of outdoor adventure education (OAE) program.
OAE provides healthy and challenging environments for exploring self-awareness and
broader perspective-taking; it is widely incorporated into the educational experience of
young people from advantaged backgrounds. The Helmsman Project makes OAE available to
less advantaged students and uniquely harnesses their experience through developmental
coaching to catalyse positive, long-term change. With the pre- and post-adventure support
offered through the program, young people can make meaning of the challenges faced
and enhance their self-efficacy.
Our research suggests that there is an important role for developmentally-trained coaches in
providing an effective scaffold that both manages OAE program challenges and stimulates
developmental growth.
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WHAT THIS MEANS FOR
THE HELMSMAN PROJECT
Our research suggests that our integrated developmental coaching and outdoor
adventure program offers a valuable extracurricular framework for promoting
growth in a range of outcomes related to young people’s personal and social
development.
In light of these positive results, we are determined to continue to offer our lifechanging programs to young Australians and pursue the delivery of our ambitious
strategy to become a sustainable and scalable for purpose organisation.
We have already taken into account the findings and our own direct experience
of the program and understanding of young people to tweak parts of our offering
and enhance our impact. We will continue to do so as part of our continuous
improvement focus.
Our commitment to evidence-based programs, and evaluating the impact of our
work, remains strong. Our new evaluation framework is based on a subset of the
previous research outcomes as well as ongoing qualitative assessment. As data
becomes available, we will continue to share with our community our impact on
young people’s lives.

What is outdoor adventure education
on The Helmsman Project?
Over the years, participants have taken part in
adventures aboard small ocean racing yachts
and large ships, as well as undertaking on-land
activities such as camping, hiking, abseiling
and others.
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PRINCIPAL
TESTIMONIAL
“Educators are in the business of developing the best human beings on
the planet. The best human beings on the planet are individuals who
reflect and evaluate their behaviour, with a constant focus on how they
can do better. They apply the highest level of effort in whatever they do.
They work independently and collaboratively. They never give up. They
embrace challenge with solutions-focused responses.
Ultimately, amongst a long list of life lessons, one of the most important
is about how we navigate ourselves in the face of all the obstacles ahead
and remain on course to reach our destination.
The Helmsman Project is a vital initiative that supports the
development of these skills through experiential, service learning.
We often acknowledge that children are our future. We rely on them to
hold the answers to what ails our society and our planet.
And now that we are well into the 21st century, there is more need than
ever to prepare the keepers of our future for such heavy responsibilities
as well as we can. In order to do so, equity of opportunity is key. No
matter how much we believe society has advanced, there remains
evidence of a vast divide between one child and another in our own
country. While many of the barriers are financial, there are just as
many barriers that are social and political. We need to open up as many
possibilities as possible. We need to ensure that the soft skills necessary
for success in the community and workforce are developed, refined and
applied. And the best way possible for schools to support this effort, is to
work with external partners who can provide the real world applications
and people that stimulate and support growth and most importantly,
open up the world and what is in it, to our students who have mostly led
sheltered lives.

“The Helmsman Project offers one
of the most relevant and impactful
leadership development programs
on offer.”
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The Helmsman Project does these very important things and as
a result, offers one of the most relevant and impactful leadership
development programs on offer.s on offer.

Every single student who has ever participated in
The Helmsman Project has developed a deeper
understanding and engagement with themselves, selfregulation, self-perception and expanded confidence in
their own capacities.
I have never known a student who attends The Helmsman
Project activities not to come back changed. Most return with an
overwhelming sense of achievement and newfound discovery of what
they can achieve if they set their minds to it. Their community projects
are thoughtful, well planned and reveal insight and consideration of the
needs of others. Many of the students involved reveal their spark.
I am the proud Principal of Birrong Girls High School. But I have been
involved in The Helmsman Project for over 4 years across a number of
schools. I could not wait to introduce Helmsman to Birrong Girls, having
seen repeatedly how such an authentic leadership activity changes the
lives of individual students. Helmsman delivers exactly what we tell
parents and students the program delivers every year without fail.

It holds up a mirror of possibilities to each student and
allows them to see what they are and what they could
be in the most illuminating and inspiring way.
We are very grateful to the sponsors who have invested in Helmsman.
Ultimately, they have invested in the future and bolstered a sense of
community. We need corporate sponsors to continue their commitment
to our students by recognising the infinite worth of programs like The
Helmsman Project.”
ZENA DABAJA,
Principal - Birrong Girls High School
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PLATINUM SPONSOR
Goodman Foundation
A special thank you goes to founding sponsor Goodman Foundation, for believing in The
Helmsman Project’s vision from the beginnings and supporting us year-on-year. Goodman
believes that investing in The Helmsman Project is investing in the future of Australia. It is
an honour to be affiliated with such an altruistic, generous and dedicated organisation and
team. Thank you Goodman Foundation!

A heartfelt thank you also goes to all the sponsors that have supported us over the years:

Australian Government
Department of Human Services
Australian Research Council
QBE Foundation
Barclays
Teen Spirit Foundation
James N Kirby Foundation

PRO BONO PARTNERS

Carters Hill

Allen & Overy

The Funding Network

Parramatta City Council

Macquarie Foundation

Whyte Co

Danks Trust

Corrs Chambers Westgarth

Waterwheel Foundation

FDC Construction & Fit Out

Coca-Cola Australia Foundation

Andrew Simpson Foundation

Commonwealth Bank

www.thehelmsmanproject.org.au
info@thehelmsmanproject.org.au

