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On a mild October morning, Connected visited the 
historic Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth 
to take a look at the initial training course for CFAVs

BACK TO 
SCHOOL

FEATURE

CFAV TR AININ G

he 33-strong intake, 
halfway through their 
course, march into 
position and line up for 
their third drill practice 

of the week. The backdrop is stunning: 
a vast parade square that overlooks the 
River Dart and the meeting place of a 
young Prince Philip of Greece and the 
then Princess Elizabeth.  

The group are part of the CCF Royal 
Navy Offi cer Initial Course, which takes 
place over six days (run twice a year 
during the spring and autumn half-terms) 
and aims to arm the CFAVs with practical 
tasks and knowledge to take back to their 
sections. The students are from state and 
independent schools, with teachers, school 
support staff and parents taking part, aged 
from 22 to 57 years. Regardless of their 
backgrounds, everyone has come together 
with the common aim of wanting to become 
better equipped to train their cadets.  

Maj Phil Green, who is based at the 
CCF (RN) Headquarters in Portsmouth, is 
the course offi cer. As a Royal Marine he’s 
military through and through, but ensures 
he has at least two CFAVs who’ve previously 
completed the course to help bring together 
the teaching and military worlds and deliver 
the best outcomes for the attendees.

This week he’s assisted by Lt Elen Harris, 
a section commander at Sevenoaks School 
CCF in Kent who had been on last year’s 
intake, and Lt Cdr Ian Frayne, Contingent 
Commander at Wellington College CCF, 
who’s worked with Phil for a number of 
years refi ning the course. 

Elen admits it’s been a bit of a whirlwind, 
having only been in charge of her section 

T
for a little over a year. She says: “It’s brilliant 
to be here on the course for the week as 
you get exposed to what other schools are 
doing. If you didn’t come on a course like 
this you might struggle.” 

On the fi rst day, arriving at around 4pm 
on a Sunday, Phil introduces the students 
to the training team – three Chief Petty 
Offi cers (CPOs), who have each served for 
over 25 years – and briefs them on uniform 
and accommodation. He says: “My belief is 
that if we equip them with the right kit from 
the outset they start to feel more part of 
the family, a sense of belonging. We mentor 
them on their kit so they don’t turn up 
looking shabby.” 

He adds: “The accommodation might 
be their fi rst shock, as we provide shared 
accommodation, very much like on board a 
ship.” The students want to experience what 
the cadets will do during camps and fi eld 
days, so sleeping in a bunk is an important 
part of that. On the positive side, one or two 
remark that it’s better than camping.

LEARNING THE ROPES
For some, this will be their fi rst time at a 
military establishment and there are rules 
to play by at the College. For instance, 
there are standards of dress and no mobile 
phones are allowed in the corridors, but the 
CFAVs who help facilitate the course are on 
hand to get everyone settled in.

Elen has no qualms in saying that she was 
petrifi ed before coming to a working Royal 
Navy establishment, but the experience was 
brilliant and left her feeling fully prepared to 
command her section when back at school. 

On day two the course kicks off properly. 
It’s back to basics with an HR brief, learning 
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  FIND OUT MORE
Feeling enthused to become a CFAV or to 
sign up for your initial course? Speak to 
your Contingent Commander and sign up 
via Westminster. Full course details can 
also be obtained by contacting Major Phil 
Green at navytrgcore-ccfso2pers@mod.uk

about promotional prospects, remuneration, 
training, safety, careers and a bit about the 
bigger picture of the cadets and where they 
sit in the Royal Navy structure. Then it’s 
on to the fi rst drill lesson of the week. The 
CPOs are experienced ceremonial drill 
instructors by trade, so those on the course 
learn from the best. Their stentorian roars 
echo around the parade ground.

Phil says: “Have you ever tried to 
drill 33 people and talk or whisper your 
commands? It just doesn’t work. If they 
keep messing up, the drill instructors will 
– tongue-in-cheek – give them a talking 
to, but ultimately we do want them looking 
smart for their passing-out parade at the 
end of the week.” 

One of the instructors jokingly advises 
the students that marching in and out of the 
shower is best practice... George Thompson, 
a former pupil and cadet of Trinity School 
CCF in Croydon and now a CFAV, says: 
“You have to try not to take the instructors 
too seriously. I think they ease us into it 
quite well – they’re very gentle.”
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DID YOU 
KNOW?

The College cooks 
enough sausages 

each year to stretch 
39 miles

“The stuff we’ve done with the PLTs has 
helped to provide the structure – knowing 
how to start, carry out and execute the task 
and then debrief it – so I know everybody 
is getting something from it. Before, it had 
been a bit of a free-for-all.” She adds: “It 
is an exhausting week, but in terms of the 
amount of time they have to do everything 
with us, it’s really effi cient and I know I’ll go 
back feeling enthused.” 

Day fi ve is completely water-based and 
the students take part in activities on the 
River Dart. Half the day is concentrated on 
practical rules, regulations, navigation and 
knots, the other half is all hands on deck. 
Phil quips: “They are usually, excuse the 
pun, very buoyant following day fi ve!”

There is plenty of downtime during the 
week, including a chance to go ashore and 

sample the local fi sh and chips, visit a town 
pub and pick up souvenirs in the College 
gift shop. Students are also invited into the 
Senior Rates Mess to get a taste of life in an 
operational training centre.

Day six marks the end of the course. At 
8am the students parade in front of the 
College Captain (on this course Commodore 
Bob Fancy oversaw the pass out) and are 
presented with their certifi cates. 

Lt Cdr Ian Frayne says: “On this course 
I’ve had one teacher comment to me that 
not only will they be able to take back the 
things they’ve picked up for being a CFAV, 
but they’ll be able to use some of it in the 
classroom too. I’ve never heard that before. 
It’s a spin-off I wouldn’t have expected.”

While they might return home with a 
blister or two from their new drill shoes – 

As the course progresses, the group 
is introduced to the CCF (RN) syllabus. 
The focus is on running things in a way 
that empowers the cadets. Phil says: “The 
CCF is all about leadership, so if we’re not 
teaching the cadets to run some of the 
training, and it’s just the adults running 
it – well, we’ve got something wrong.” Not 
every lesson on the syllabus is covered in 
the course but key elements are identifi ed 
and every student goes home with a huge 
amount of information and resources. 

Georgina Shrubsole, from Tunbridge 
Wells Girls Grammar School CCF, got 
involved with her school because there 
was a lack of female instructors for her 
daughter’s Royal Navy section. She says: 
“I’m also the training offi cer for my school, 
so going through the syllabus, how to run 
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One of the course 
instructors – CPO Si Cox

Students parading in front of 
the historic College building

Practising with 
the MTa kits 

The early part of the 
course is classroom-based

Students spend time 
aboard HMS Bulwark

Students practise organising 
practical leadership tasks

“IT IS AN EXHAUSTING 
WEEK, BUT REALLY 
EFFICIENT AND I 
KNOW I’LL GO BACK 
FEELING ENTHUSED”
Louisa Burton, student

CCF ROYAL NAVY 
OFFICER INITIAL 
COURSE 
Participants in the October 2017 
training course in Dartmouth

and on this course the students also had the 
experience of a 3am fi re alarm – the overall 
feeling is of fun, positivity and a renewed 
energy that the CFAVs will take back to their 
Royal Navy sections. 

Elen says: “Just go and do it. Forget about 
the fear factor. You’ll meet so many people 
who are interested in the same thing. You’ll 
be going back to school thinking ‘I’ve learnt 
so much from the instructors, but I’ve learnt 
even more outside the course as well’.” 

it and how to get the girls to develop their 
leadership skills is fantastic. I feel like a veil 
has been lifted and I’m loving it.” 

The students also get taken on a visit to 
HM Naval Base Devonport for time aboard 
HMS Bulwark to give them an insight into 
operational Naval life. It enables them to 
speak to their cadets about the Royal Navy’s 
warships and amphibious operations.

TIME TO GET PRACTICAL
On day four the students get their hands 
on MTa kits and take a low ropes course 
outdoors to develop their skills in running 
practical leadership tasks (PLTs). They 
are taught how to plan, brief the team and 
manage the task to a successful conclusion. 

Louisa Burton, a teacher and CFAV from 
Portsmouth Grammar School CCF, says: 

Lt Elen Harris, 
CFAV

George Thompson, 
student

Georgina 
Shrubsole, student

Lt Cdr Ian 
Frayne, CFAV

Maj Phil Green, 
course officer

Louisa Burton, 
student


