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WorkNest provides Health & Safety and 
Employment Law support to over 7,000 
employees working across 165 schools 
nationwide. Our unique four-pillar approach 
ensures legal compliance whilst helping 
you to operate more effectively, freeing up 
your time to focus on offering the highest 
standard of education to your pupils.

Due to the growing demand for hands-
on, fixed-fee, unlimited support, we have 
developed our own dedicated Education 
Team, some of whom have previously worked 
in the Education sector, to give school leaders 
the peace of mind that we have first-hand 
experience of the challenges you face.

Guidance for running safe and successful 
school trips
School trips have clear benefits for pupils, 
and many successful visits and outdoor 
learning activities take place each year. 
However, misunderstandings surrounding the 
application of health and safety law may, in 
some cases, discourage schools and teachers 
from organising such trips.

These misunderstandings stem from a wide 
range of issues, but may include frustrations 
about paperwork, fears of prosecution if the 
trip goes wrong, and the belief that a teacher 
will be sued if a child is injured. They may 
also not fully understand how to go about 
conducting the necessary risk assessments.

Despite these concerns, the Health and 
Safety Executive (HSE) fully supports schools 
arranging a wide range of out-of-school 
excursions, from museum visits to trips to 
the countryside, and even more adventurous 
activities. As well as making sure that 
unfounded health and safety concerns don’t 
create obstacles, the HSE wants to eliminate 
the unnecessary paperwork involved in 
organising trips and activities – focusing 
instead on how real risks are managed.

To echo the HSE, the Courts have made clear 
that when health and safety law refers to ‘risks’, 
it is not contemplating risks that are trivial or 
fanciful. It is not its purpose to impose burdens 
on employers that are wholly unreasonable.

We speak your language.

What the HSE say
“Our primary interest is in real risks 
arising from serious breaches of the law, 
and any investigations are targeted at 
these issues.”
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1. 
The benefits of 
educational trips
There are many recognised benefits of learning away 
from the school environment. According to the HSE, 
“Well-managed school trips and outdoor activities 
are great for children. Children won’t learn about risk if 
they’re wrapped in cotton wool.”



The HSE acknowledges 
that learning outside of the 
classroom:

• Brings the curriculum to life;
• Provides deeper subject learning;
• Increases self-confidence;
• Helps pupils to develop their risk 

awareness; and
• Prepares them for their future working lives.

In order to realise these benefits, schools must 
strike the right balance between protecting 
pupils from risk and allowing them to learn 
from the experience.

Did you know?
The Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Accidents (RoSPA) encourages teachers 
to embrace outdoor activities. Research 
shows more accidents take place in 
schools than on trips. Children are far 
more likely to get hurt playing football or 
rugby at school than going on a school 
hiking trip.

7
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2. 
The balance between 
safety and learning
The HSE expects proportionate, realistic measures to 
be taken to ensure safety on school trips; they do not 
expect risk to be eliminated altogether, or for schools 
to spend a disproportionate amount of time assessing 
all eventualities.



Striking the right balance 
means that:

• Schools and staff focus on real risks when 
planning trips;

• Those running trips understand their roles, 
are supported, and are competent to lead 
or take part in them;

• Real risks are managed during the trip;
• Learning opportunities are experienced to 

the full; and
• Trips provide deeper subject learning and 

increase self-confidence.

Striking the right balance does 
not mean that:

• Every aspect of the trip is set out in 
copious paperwork that acts as a security 
blanket for those organising it;

• Detailed risk assessment and recording 
procedures aimed at higher-risk adventure 
activities are used when planning lower-
risk school trips;

• Mistakes and accidents will not happen;
• All risks must be eliminated; or
• School trips should be avoided.

What the HSE say
“Those running school trips need to 
focus on the risks and the benefits to 
people – not the paperwork.”

9
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3. 
Low-risk vs  
high-risk trips
The level of assessment and planning required 
will depend on the nature of the trip. In each case, 
what constitutes reasonable precautions will differ 
depending on the activities involved, the likelihood 
of accidents occurring, and the severity of the risks 
posed. In general, trips can be separated into one of 
two categories.



Routine trips are those that are 
essentially lessons delivered in 
a different classroom. 

They will involve no more than an everyday 
level of risk, such as slips and trips. Managing 
these sorts of risks will be covered by your 
current policies and procedures, meaning 
such visits will only require a small amount of 
planning beyond the educational aspect of 
the trip.

Non-routine trips are those that 
present a higher level of risk 
which are not covered by your 
current policies due to factors 
such as.

• The distance from school;
• The type of activity;
• The location; and
• The requirement for staff with  

specialist skills.

In these cases, you may just need to review 
your current plans or arrangements that 
were successful on previous trips. However, 
certain trips, such as canoeing, abseiling or a 
trip to an outdoor activity centre, will require 
specific risk assessments, detailed planning 
and informed approval of headteachers or 
governing boards.

The individual responsible for managing 
these kinds of trips should:
• Have the necessary skills, status and 

competence for the job;
• Understand the risks involved; and
• Be familiar with the activity.

These trips may also require a higher ratio of 
staff to children.

Remember, plans should be proportionate 
and sensible, focusing on how to manage 
genuine risks.

Tip
If you do not have access to an individual 
who meets this requirement, the HSE 
advises that you can appoint an external 
Health & Safety Consultant to act as your 
competent person. WorkNest have the 
experience and expertise to take on this 
role for you.

11
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4. 
7 things to consider 
when arranging a 
school trip



When organising any school 
trip or educational visit, ask 
yourself:

1. Does the trip involve lower-risk or higher-
risk activities? 
If the activities are low-risk, it may not 
be necessary to carry out detailed risk 
assessment and recording procedures. 
If the trip involves higher-risk activities 
such as climbing, caving or water-based 
activities, these should be carefully risk-
assessed as part of the visit beforehand.

2. Have I conducted a risk assessment that 
focuses on reducing real risks – and are 
sensible precautions in place to reduce 
these risks? 
A risk assessment serves to carefully 
examine potential causes of harm and 
identify what needs to be done to prevent 
harm occurring. As well as keeping risk 
to a minimum and ensuring activities are 
carefully planned, a thorough school trip 
risk assessment will help you to comply 
with health and safety law. 
Within the risk assessment, you should 
complete the following steps:
• Identify significant hazards. You don’t 

need to consider every eventuality, just 
those hazards that you have control 
over. Some of these risks (such as food 
safety and slips, trips and falls) will be 
present in a variety of settings and 
situations, while others will be more 
specific and depend on the nature of 
the trip.

• Pinpoint who is at risk. The risks you 
have identified may apply to a whole 
group of children and adults, only the 
children or only specific children. It is 
important to pay particular attention to 
children with physical and/or learning 
disabilities as they may be more at risk.

• Evaluate the likelihood of each risk 
occurring. It is a good idea to adopt 
a rating system, from remote through 
to very likely. Once you have done 
this, think about how to minimise this 
risk to as low a level as possible, then 
implement suitable precautions.

Remember
When assessing risk, you should always 
consider:
• How many children will be present;
• The transport arrangements;
• The safety of the venue;
• The activities the children will be 

doing; and
• The abilities of the children.

Note
Staff managing or leading visits must 
not decide to add higher-risk activities 
during the trip.

!
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• Keep a record of your findings. This 
will help you to comply with health 
and safety law and, should an incident 
occur, provide evidence of the steps 
that were taken to minimise risk.

• Review the risk assessment. Before the 
trip, check over the risk assessment 
to ensure all potential hazards have 
been covered and update it if anything 
has been missed. This is especially 
important if you have introduced a new 
activity, a different mode of transport 
or added more children to the trip.

You are not expected to completely 
eliminate all risks. A risk assessment is 
intended to ensure that children aren’t 
unnecessarily exposed to things that 
could cause them harm. It is also a way of 
demonstrating that you have done all you 
can to keep them safe.

3. If you are using an outside organisation, 
do they hold the LOtC Quality Badge? 
If an organisation does not hold the 
badge, you must check that they are an 
appropriate organisation to use. This could 
include checking: 

• Their insurance;
• That they meet legal requirements;
• Their health and safety and 

emergency policies;
• Their risk assessments;
• Control measures;
• Their use of vehicles;
• Staff competence;
• Safeguarding;
• Accommodation;
• Any subcontracting arrangements they 

have; and
• That they have a licence where needed.

You should ensure that you have an 
agreement with the organisation that 
makes everyone’s responsibilities clear. 
This is especially important if they will be 
taking over supervision of the children.

4. Are those planning the trip properly 
supported? 
Staff should be able to readily check if 
they have taken sufficient precautions or 
whether more needs to be done.
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Expert Tip
Ask parents to sign a consent form 
when their child enrols. This will 
cover them for their whole time at the 
school. You should still inform parents 
about each trip and give them the 
opportunity to withdraw their child.
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5. Do you know when and how to apply 
contingency plans where they are 
necessary? 
Make sure that you have in place:
• An emergency response plan that 

covers what to do if there is an incident 
away from school; and

• A communications plan that covers 
how routine communications should 
be handled, including regular check-
ins and calls to reassure people.

It is essential that trip leaders are familiar 
with these plans so that they can act 
accordingly.

6. Have those responsible for organising 
the trip clearly communicated 
information about the planned activities 
to colleagues, pupils and parents? 
For children over nursery age, written 
consent is not needed for most trips, as 
they are part of the curriculum. However, it 
is good practice to let parents know what 
is happening and explain the precautions 
taken and why they are necessary. 
 
Written consent is usually only needed for 
trips that:
• Require a higher level of risk 

assessment (see ‘non-routine trips’); 
and/or

• Are outside normal school hours.
7. Have you sought advice and warnings 

from others, including those with local 
knowledge or specialist expertise? 
This is especially important in respect of 
higher-risk activities. WorkNest’s qualified 
consultants can offer specific advice 
based on our extensive experience of 
working with a large number of schools.
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5. 
During the trip



• Assign responsibility.  
For manageability, each member 
of staff should be assigned a select 
group of children to supervise. Pupil 
to staff ratios for school trips are not 
prescribed in law. The HSE advises 
that those planning trips should refer 
to their risk assessment as the basis 
for deciding what is appropriate and 
should take into account the activity 
to be undertaken and the age and 
maturity of the pupils.

• Make the children stand out.  
For younger children, brightly-
coloured clothes or high vis will 
make them easier to spot in any kind 
of environment, whether they are 
inside at a museum or outside at a 
park, and will make monitoring them 
much easier. For older children, this 
can be achieved through supervisors 
conducting regular headcounts to 
ensure that those under their care are 
accounted for before moving on to the 
next activity.

• Carry a card.  
A scenario parents often worry about 
is their child getting separated from 
the group. For primary-age children, 
create a set of laminated emergency 
cards with the school’s address and 
phone number, as well as the phone 
number of the person in charge of 
the trip, and give one to each of the 
children so that they can present the 
card to an adult if they get lost. For 
older children, it is a good idea to 
have designated meet-up spots that 
they will be expected to be at by a 
particular time. You should also make 
it clear what they should do and where 
they should go in the event that they 
become separated from their peers.

Most of the groundwork for ensuring a safe 
trip will have been made in the preparation 
stages, so provided you have planned the trip 
thoroughly, accounted for likely scenarios and 
briefed staff, risk should be reduced to as low 
a level as possible and you should be suitably 
equipped to tackle situations that arise.

19
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6. 
If things go wrong
As with any event, especially those involving children, 
there is always the potential for accidents to occur. 



The HSE recognises that 
mistakes may happen on 
school trips, but state that a 
fear of prosecution has been 
“blown out of all proportion”.

Of course, schools and teachers have a duty 
of care to their pupils, but that doesn’t mean to 
say that they will be held liable for everything 
that happens on their watch. The test for 
negligence is whether there was a breach of 
that duty, and whether it was said breach that 
caused the incident. In other words, there is 
a difference between a freak accident that 
nobody could have foreseen or reasonably 
prevented, and a situation where a lack of 
supervision results in harm.

What will happen if a serious incident occurs?
If an incident on a school trip leads to the 
death or serious injury of a pupil, the HSE 
will normally investigate. Most serious 
accidents on school trips involve underlying 
management failures and the HSE always 
looks for these underlying causes.

Is it likely that the HSE will find me liable?
The HSE has brought prosecutions in rare 
cases where there was clear evidence of 
recklessness or an obvious failure to follow 
sensible precautions. However, it is important 
that schools and their staff do not interpret this 
as meaning that in order to avoid prosecution 
by the HSE, they must eliminate even the most 
trivial risks.

As mentioned, schools and their staff are 
expected to deal with risk responsibly and 
sensibly. If things do go wrong during a trip, 
provided sensible and proportionate steps 
have been taken, it is highly unlikely that there 
would be any breach of health and safety 
law involved, or that it would be in the public 
interest for the HSE to bring a prosecution.

What about civil claims?
The HSE does not investigate incidents in 
response to civil claims. It has no influence 
on the levels and types of civil claims for 
compensation that may be made against 
schools or individual teachers.

21
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7. 
Things to do  
post-trip



Following each trip, it is good 
practice to assess how things 
went, from the planning stages 
through to the visit itself. 

It is a good idea to establish a clear process 
for evaluating all visits once they have been 
concluded, as this will help to streamline 
the process and ensure reporting on trips 
becomes second nature to staff.

You should also keep a record of any 
incidents, accidents and near misses, as this 
will help you to:
• Evaluate whether planning was effective; 

and
• Learn from any incidents that took place.
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8. 
Final thoughts



Schools must take care of 
pupils in the same way any 
sensible parent would.

The duty of care exists to ensure trips are 
safe – but should not be used to stop them 
altogether. 

The key is to assess the risks. A properly 
thought through risk assessment will allow 
children to take part in activities safely and in 
a controlled and enjoyable way.

Provided this has been done and adequate 
precautions taken, schools and teachers 
who stick to official guidance and exercise a 
common-sense and proportionate approach 
should have little to fear if things go wrong 
on trips.

25
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9. 
Expert support
WorkNest’s specialist Education Team supports 
education providers across the UK, helping them to 
keep both staff and pupils safe.



Our unlimited, fixed-fee Health 
& Safety service allows schools 
to reduce the time, costs and 
effort involved in organising 
school trips and provides 
expert reassurance that you are 
managing risk appropriately 
and acting within the confines 
of the law.

In addition to school trip safety, our four-pillar 
approach provides tailored, hands-on support 
with Health & Safety Management, Facilities 
Management, Curriculum-Related Risk and 
School-Specific Risk for a full health and 
safety solution. This includes:
• Regular visits and 24/7 support from a 

named Health & Safety Consultant, who 
will conduct a General Risk Assessment 
and work with you to develop a Prioritised 
Action Plan.

• Bespoke documentation, including a 
Health & Safety Policy and Employee 
Handbook tailored to the unique make-up 
of your school and the specific challenges 
you face.

• Acting as your competent person – based 
on the depth of experience and level of 
qualification of our consultants – which 
all organisations must have access to by 
law in order to meet the requirements of 
health and safety legislation.

• Access to our award-winning Health & 
Safety Software, which will allow you 
to pro-actively manage risk on a day-
to-day basis through one easy-to-use 
dashboard. It is also home to a suite of risk 
assessment templates and completed 
examples.

For more information on the Health & Safety, 
Employment Law and HR support we provide 
to schools, call 0345 226 8393 today for your 
free consultation or visit 
worknest.com/sectors/education/
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https://worknest.com/health-safety-consultants/
https://worknest.com/health-and-safety/fixed-fee-service/safetynest/
https://worknest.com/sectors/education
https://worknest.com/health-safety-risk-assessment/
https://development.elliswhittam.com/health-safety-policy/
https://development.elliswhittam.com/health-safety-handbook/
https://development.elliswhittam.com/health-safety-handbook/



