
BLUEBELL RAILWAY GROUP & SCHOOL VISITS 2014

Though passengers numbers are, overall, somewhat down on last year's highs, following the opening of the 
extension, it is encouraging that group visits generally are holding up well. On that score I can't let the opportunity 
pass to thank our team of guides for the work they do in meeting and talking to visiting groups.

On the education front, we continue to face a challenging task to encourage schools to visit, and the task has not 
been made any easier by the organisational changes arising from the virtual abolition of local education authorities, 
with schools, by and large, being in charge of their own budgets. 

Budgetary pressures are believed to be a factor in the declining number of schools visiting in recent years--a 
situation facing other heritage railways--and we have been seeking to reverse this decline. The figures this year are, 
however, encouraging and, by the end of October, we had a total of 35 school visits (up from 18 last year ) bringing 
more than 1,600 children and accompanying adults to the Railway (up from 728 last year).

Topics covered by visiting schools were varied and included: transport, steam trains, holidays, the impact of 
railways, Victorians, and The Railway Children and WWII evacuation exercises. For the exercises we use actors from 
local amateur dramatic societies, dressed in period costumes.

A further encouraging feature has been interest from London schools, and we had five such visits for the first time 
this year. London presents a huge potential market, and we are considering ways of tapping into this market as well 
as widening our appeal generally. As part of this process we have developed a number of initiatives including:

▪ A  dedicated education link on the commercial (.com) website.
▪ Downloadable nformation and fact sheets about our Railway and railway history in general.
▪ New risk assessment guidance, while making it clear it is responsibility of a school to make the assessment.
▪ Encouraging schools to submit creative material from pupils and displaying the letters and pictures.
▪ Exploring ways to be more adaptable in responding to schools' needs, which are changing as a result of the 

new curriculum.

We have also mounted a new feedback initiative, and this has resulted in some encouraging comments, including:

▪ The booking process was easy, and the people on the telephones were helpful.

▪ The welcome was warm and friendly, and feedback from adults and children suggest that they really enjoyed 
the experience due to the attention to details that was given by all the volunteers.

▪ The signal box was a great place to see how the signalman operated the tracks. Children being allowed to 
move the signals was great fun and added to the experience. The train sheds were amazing, and we would 
have liked more time in there, as was the Museum. We will look to spend more time here next year if we visit.

▪ The best part – for many of the children the only time that they will have experienced this. The volunteers kept 
the children interested with lots of stories and anecdotes throughout the trip, adding to the fun.

Encouraging though these comments are, it is becoming ever clearer that we will need to improve the facilities that 
we have available for school parties if we are to meet changing demands and expectations. This applies to both 
providing teaching facilities on stations and better and more interactive displays. Today, both schools and 
schoolchildren are used to ever improving technology, and we can't afford to fall behind.

However, we couldn't run today's visits without the help of the Sales and Information Office staff, station staff, 
signalmen, museum stewards, and the loco crews, who all play their part in making school parties welcome. Many 
thanks to all who have assisted during the year.

Any further increase in the number of school visits, while welcome, will put the present complement of guides under 
pressure, so we must increase our present numbers. No formal teaching experience is required, but volunteers should 
have the ability to explain the Railway's operations in clear, simple terms and interact with the children. I'd be 
delighted to hear from anybody interested in joining the group. In the same way, I'd be interested to hear from any 
current or potential actors who are interested in helping with the WWII evacuation exercises. 

Finally, although not a school visit. On 22 Nov., 2014, we'll be helping Horsted Keynes village re-enact Operation 
Pied Piper, the wartime evacuation of children from towns and cities to the countryside. A group of children from the 
village will be joining the train at East Grinstead to travel to Sheffield Park and then back to Horsted Keynes.

By David Cockram, Education Officer

education@bluebell-railway.co.uk


