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“More than just a ski trip”
The importance of relationships in the development of positive 
characteristics: a study analysing the efficacy of a school expedition as a 
context for, and a driver of, character development
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Challenger Trust is a charity which supports innovative character development 
programmes, improving young people’s social mobility and life chances. Its Multi-
Academy Trust of seven primary and secondary schools offer a rich curricula of character-
developing activities and experiences outside the classroom.

In February 2017, the Trust funded an expedition to Andorra for 87 students (aged 10-16) 
for a week of team-building, skiing, and survival-type activities. The Trust commissioned 
the Relational Schools Foundation to evaluate the impact of the expedition on 
the relationships between the students and their teachers.  The Relational Schools 
Foundation has found that nurturing positive relationships significantly improves 
student personal and academic outcomes. Moreover, the successful achievement of 
student outcomes - including the development of positive characteristics - depends 
upon getting relationships right. 

The study shows clearly that the expedition had a very positive impact on the quality 
of student to student and student to teacher relationships. It found that, after the 
expedition, students felt they were more likely to be listened to and understood, more 
likely to feel acknowledged, appreciated and supported by their teachers, and that they 
could trust others in the class more than before. 

They were also more likely to feel their teachers had a fuller understanding and 
appreciation of their skills and talents. The teachers themselves reported having more 
respect for individual students, more of a sense of loyalty and commitment to them as a 
group, and more faith in their ability to overcome future challenges in their relationships 
with students.

What the research shows is that character strengths best express themselves through 
relationships, and are best developed in the context of healthy relationships. It indicates 
that the types of activity Challenger students engaged with in Andorra, and which 
their schools build into their more routine school day, create a good context for the 
development of positive relationships, and therefore positive characteristics. It suggests 
that schools seeking to develop these vital attributes have to challenge the very concept 
of what a classroom is.

Dr Robert Loe
Executive Director, Relational Schools Foundation

Executive summary
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In the post-match interviews after England Rugby’s historic victory 
over Wales last month, the coach Eddie Jones was asked what was “the 
ingredient” that had transformed England’s performance. After what had 
been a truly disastrous 2015, with England crashing out of their own 
world cup in the group stages, the same team under a new coach had 
made a remarkable recovery, going completely unbeaten the next year. 
What was the reason for this success? The coach responded by saying that 
the key ingredient had been “grit” and a “belief that we can be the best 
team in the world”. Not just the grit and belief of particular individuals, 
but rather a grit both developed and habitualised in the team dynamic. 

The following Monday, having nearly lost the game, the team expected, 
quite rightly, to be pushed even harder that week. Perhaps it came as no 
surprise when the team bus sailed past the training ground and pulled up 
in front of a bowling alley. Why? Because this group has come to appreciate 
that squad-bonding time can be as valuable as intensive practice. 

The idea that grit is a characteristic that should be encouraged in our 
education system is far from a new one. Indeed, it has been referenced 
by academics and politicians alike as a key character trait that we need to 
see more of in our schools. Unlike Eddie Jones’s team however, the focus 
has been on the individual; on achieving this virtue and others such as 
determination, optimism, and emotional intelligence on an individual 
basis. How these character traits express themselves through relationships 
on the one hand, and how they are formed within relationships on 
the other – like they were for England on and off the rugby field – is 
overlooked and unaddressed. 

Working closely with the Challenger Trust, Relational Schools looked 
to measure the relationships of a group of students and teachers both 
before and after a week in the mountains of Andorra. The results shed 
light and add nuance to how character strengths, whilst valuable on an 
individual level, are much better understood within relationships. Our 
argument is firstly that character strengths best express themselves through 
relationships, and secondly are best habitualised within the context of 
healthy relationships.  
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”

       employers want young 
people who are enthusiastic, 
confident, creative and resilient, 
not just exam robots        - CBI

The need for better character 
strengths 
In a 2014 address, the then secretary of education Nicky 
Morgan, said: “I firmly believe character education 
prepares our young people for life in modern Britain, 
regardless of their background or where they grew up”. 
Whilst appropriate in 2014 in general, one could argue 
that the political and social climate of Britain today 
makes this sentiment even more applicable in 2017 - 
there is clearly a need for the non-cognitive skills that 
we colloquially refer to as ‘character’ to tackle growing 
educational concerns. 

A 2014 report from the University of Oxford on 
student disengagement found that 12% of Year 9 
students, 19% of Year 10s, and 20% of Year 11s did 
not aspire to continue with education, or were very 
likely to play truant. By Year 12, over 25% were NEET 
(not in education, employment or training). The 
report went on to say that the reasons given by both 
students and educators was that their ‘relationships 
with teachers had broken down’, that ‘students felt 
like they had a limited sense of control over their 
future’, and ‘they no longer had the motivation to 
bother to continue’. All indicators pointed to the need 
for better developed traits like emotional intelligence, 
motivation, determination, and a sense of agency. 
 
Students entering the workforce fared no better. A 2014 
report from the Confederation of British Industry 
(CBI) found that 61% of employers were dissatisfied 
with school leavers’ skills in self-management, and 
71% expressed a clear desire for the development of 
employability skills to be prioritized. Indeed, rather 
than academic ability, “employers want young people 
who are enthusiastic, confident, creative and resilient 
– not just exam robots”, with 78% of employers 
rating “attitudes as the most important factor when 
recruiting new staff”. 

Whilst public agencies and the media are now alert 
to the need to shift our focus to these non-cognitive 
skills, academic research has been saying this for some 

time. When looking at what makes a child successful 
in later life, academic ability is a consistently poor 
predictor of income, happiness, or family stability. 
Gene Smith, a psychologist in the US, found that 
the test that most reliably predicted a high-school 
student’s future didn’t measure IQ; it measured how 
a student’s peers rate him on a list of traits Smith 
called “strength of character.” The  list included being 
“conscientious, responsible, insistently orderly, not 
prone to daydreaming, determined, persevering”. This 
measure was three times more successful in predicting 
college performance than any combination of 
cognitive ratings, including SAT scores and class rank. 
“What matters is whether we are able to help develop 
a very different set of qualities, a list that includes 
persistence, self-control, curiosity, conscientiousness, 
grit, and self-confidence”, summarizes Paul Tough in 
his book, ‘How Children Succeed’ (2013). 

The growing consensus that character development 
should be a key focus for British schools is both 
encouraging and exciting. However, there is a 
danger that the meaning of the term ‘character’ is 
not sufficiently interrogated, and that character as 

a concept is not well enough understood. After all, 
what actually is ‘grit’? And how do we know 
if it is there? How does an individual acquire 
‘determination’? And what does it mean to be  
an ‘optimistic’ person? 

Perhaps we should approach character in the sense 
Aristotle meant it - a teleological process of becoming 
a flourishing human being. Then we need to look 
not just at the kinds of character strengths we wish to 
develop, but additionally at how these strengths are 
expressed and become habits. 
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”

      an optimistic individual will 
see the best in others, a curious 
individual will ask questions that 
further their own and others 
understanding

“
”

Character strengths 
flourishing in 
relationships

The notion that character is expressed relationally is 
both obvious and slightly surprising. It is surprising 
as character traits are typically thought of in highly 
individual terms. A student is optimistic, they are 
curious, they are determined, they are focused, and 
they are disciplined. Surely it is the individual that 
demonstrates their own character? Surely their character 
is to be seen in isolation from their community and 
society? Of course there are many scenarios where 
character strengths are indeed demonstrated on an 
individual basis. However, the majority of desired 
character traits will flourish and become more 
meaningful in relationships. An optimistic individual 
will see the best in others. A curious individual will 
ask questions that further their own and others’ 
understanding. A determined individual will seek to 
develop important relationships with those around 
them, recognising them as a key source of social 
capital. In other words, the character of a student 
will be expressed through their relationships and 
their relational behaviour. As American educational 
philosopher John Dewey put it, “conduct is always 
shared; this is the difference between it and a 
physiological process. It is not an ethical ‘ought’ that 
conduct should be social. It is social, whether bad or 
good” (Human Nature and Conduct, 1922 p.14). 

This focus on character flourishing socially has been 
at the heart of moral education since its earliest 
conception. Starting with Plato and Aristotle in the 
fourth century B.C., the goal of education was ultimately 
to train good and virtuous citizens to contribute 
and integrate well with society. Here virtues such as 
wisdom, courage, moderation, prudence, temperance, 
and justice were of value through their contribution to 
the polis (the community), and it was a measure of the 

health of the polis that the individuals in it flourished. 
Likewise, in the eastern tradition exemplified by 
Confucius, the basic meaning of moral character is 
to love people (or ren). Whether it was the respect 
for traditions, the love and respect amongst siblings, 
loyalty in interpersonal relationships, the greater good 
of the group, or integrity with others,there is both an 

implicit and explicit focus on relationships. “Do not 
do to others that which you yourself would 
not want to be done with you; If you want to 
become successful yourself, you must first 
help others become successful.” And “if you 
want to be understood by others, you must 
first understand them”. 

From Plato’s Academy to the first universities in 
Europe, one of the ultimate goals of teaching values 
to the next generation was to see them put to use in 
society and in community. Indeed, Benjamin Franklin 
understood education to be “mankind serving one’s 
country, friends, and family” (Constitution of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 1780, Chapter V). 
Paul Houston prioritized both character and civility 
as “central to our mission and to our very survival 
as an institution and a society”. For the philosopher 
John Macmurray, “the first priority in education – 
if by education we mean learning to be human – is 
learning to live in personal relation to other people 
... I call this the first priority because failure in this 
is fundamental failure, which cannot be compensated 
for by success in other fields” (Learning to be Human, 
1961 p.24 and 211). 

1
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“Character traits are those qualities that enhance 
us as people” said a head teacher in Paul Tough’s 
‘Why Children Succeed’. For Aristotle, the ambition 
was the flourishing human being. Aristotle used the 
word Eudaimonia which some today might refer to 
as “happiness”. And the way to achieve a state of 
Eduaimonia, Aristotle argued, was by practising the 
strengths (or virtues as he called them) in the same 
way an elite athlete trains every day. “The ability to 
work with others, to show humility in the joy of 
success and resilience in the face of failure. Character 
is about being self-aware, playing an active role within 
communities.  It’s about selflessness and self-discipline 
as well as playing a full role in society”. These traits are 
not developed in isolation, but observed and fostered, 
in the company of others.

In this regard, when the CBI asked for more 
‘character education’ in schools, they’re not focused 
on the individual, but rather on how the individual 
should relate differently to their employer and their 
colleagues. When they say they require school leavers 
with more ‘self-control’, they mean people who 
“remain calm when criticised” and have the ability to 
“remember and follow directions”. With regards to 
‘curiosity’, they are looking for young people who ‘ask 
and answer questions to deepen understanding’. By 
enthusiasm and zest, they mean those who “actively 
participate” and “invigorate others”. ‘Confidence and 
ambition’ means a “willingness to try new experiences 
and meet new people”. Lastly, emotional intelligence 
is exemplified in young people being able to “find 
solutions during conflicts with others … demonstrate 
respect for feelings of others … be polite to adults and 
peers”… and “know when and how to include others”. 

So the development of character needs to be appreciated 
through the relational expression of desired traits. 
However, to focus on the resulting relationships alone 
would be to ignore the fundamental influence that the 
social environment has upon character formation in 
the first place. 

Character habits in 
relational contexts

Flourishing as a human for Aristotle et al. isn’t a single 
moment, and neither is it immediate. Rather, human 
flourishing is a slowly forming process that takes time 
and which needs the right environment. And it cannot 
be forced. The person has to choose, repeatedly, to 
develop their moral muscles and competences which 
will shape and form their identity. In short, turning a 
characteristic into a habit is hard work, and is therefore 
likely to be made easier by encouragement, guidance 
and reward; in other words, the sort of thing that 
the best teachers do in their own relational contexts. 
However, until we truly understand, “the conditions 
[and contexts] which have helped form the characters 
we approve and disapprove, our efforts to create the 
one and do away with the other will be blind and 
halting” (John Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct, 
1922 p.14).  

It is important to note the role of parents (as primary 
caregivers) here. For example, in the fullest evaluation 
to date of the effect of early childhood relationships, 
Egeland and Sroufe (2005) show that the quality of 
early parental care, above IQ or test scores, was the 
best predictor of whether the child graduated high 
school and went on to university. Children with 
the highest levels of parental care were also more 
socially competent throughout their lives, better able 
to engage with preschool peers, and better able to 
demonstrate the strengths of individual character that 
the Challenger Trust foreground in their programmes. 
As Marilyn Watson argues, “a substantial body of 
research supports the view that children’s moral 
development is positively related to warm, nurturing, 
and autonomy supportive parenting styles”. 

2

      Confidence is a willingness to 
meet new people... Curiosity is 
asking questions ... Enthusiasm 
is invigorating others....

“
”
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However, for too many children, these warming and 
nurturing relationships aren’t present at home. “If 
one assumes that the teacher’s role as an agent for 
moral growth should be similar to the parent’s role,” 
Watson continues, “the research clearly points to the 
importance of teachers building warm, nurturing, and 
trusting relationships with students”. Here, the quality 
of the relationship between the student and teacher 
is fundamental, and on which the student depends 
almost exclusively for their development of their 
positive character. It is here, in school relationships 
and contexts, that the “experience of warm, nurturing, 
trusting caregiver-child relationships gives rise to a 
core aspect of morality, the desire to be caring and 
cooperative”. Whilst this can be argued to be true for 
environments that nurture positive characteristics, the 
same can be said for environments that hinder them. 
“Even for initially caring or cooperative students, an 
uncaring classroom is unlikely to further and may even 
hinder moral development” (Handbook of Character 
and Moral Education, 2014 p.164-166)

So, in considering the school as a relational context 
for the development of character, it is important to 
look at the quality of student to teacher relationships. 
But that is only half the story.

Following a ground-breaking study in the US, child 
psychologist Judith Rich Harris found that a child 
who grows up in a disciplined household is just as 
likely to develop negative character traits as those 
raised in fractured homes, if their relationships at 
school are unhealthy with their peers and classmates. 

In this regard, character development isn’t just 
heavily influenced by the interactions with adults 
in a classroom, but also by the interactions between 
students. Indeed, how can a student learn and develop 
habits around qualities such as trust, empathy, 
optimism, and intentionality if they don’t regularly or 
consistently experience these qualities in their day-to-
day interactions with others? How can a student learn 
to develop these characteristics  if they are experiencing 
the opposite in their classroom relationships? Gilligan 
(1982), Kerr (1996), and Noddings (2002) all agree 
that a commitment to care is central to morality 
and that children learn to become caring by being in 
caring relationships. Studies of human motivation 
demonstrate that to flourish, children need to 
experience not only a sense of belonging (that they are 
loved), but also a sense of competence (that they are 
capable and seen as capable by others) and a sense of 
autonomy (that their actions are consistent with what 
they want or believe they should do). 

Therefore, our research design was constructed 
on the basis of two key ideas: 

1. That specific character traits – such as care, 
empathy, trust – can only be taught when they 
have been experienced and demonstrated in 
relationships with caregivers and peers

2. and that these character strengths will only 
become habits if they are nurtured in the right 
relational context. 

To understand and evaluate the impact of 
the Challenger Trust’s character development 
programmes, we measured changes in the 
quality of relationships amongst peers and 
between staff and students, before and 
after the intervention. This enabled us to 
map the development of the strengths and 
characteristics encouraged by the Trust.

      Even for initially caring 
or cooperative students, an 
uncaring classroom is unlikely 
to further and may even hinder 
moral development          

- Dr Marilyn Watson, Handbook of Character 
and Moral Education (2014 p.164) 

“
”
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Our approach at 
Relational Schools
Our research is founded on the application of a proprietary research tool to the data we generate 
from our surveys in schools.

Relational Proximity® is a suite of validated tools which illuminates the strength of relationships 
by measuring their core components. Developed by the founders of the Relationships 
Foundation and Relational Research and now licensed world-wide through Relational Analytics 
Ltd, Relational Proximity® uniquely offers:

• a non-emotive and reproducible approach which generates actionable information;
• analysis of relationships between organisations, groups or individuals.

Relational Proximity has been derived from many years of relational research. It comprehensively 
describes and quantifies five core drivers of a relationship: directness, continuity, multiplexity, 
parity and commonality. These, and their outcomes, are shown in the table below.



This process of measurement allows for a more 
dispassionate exploration of how an organisation is 
functioning. It can also set an overall framework of 
insight for the organisation in its development and 
decision-making. 

The data collection has been designed around a 
framework of questions, administered to both teachers 
and students, and constructed to draw attention to the 
web of relational factors which surround any student, 
and to critically engage with those interests.

In the past, it has been challenging to evaluate 
empirically the quality of a relationship between two 
individuals, and even more between two groups of 
people. The Relational Proximity model was born out 
of a belief that relationships are the building blocks 
of organisations. If we can find a way of analysing 
and maintaining those building blocks, we can create 
healthy relationships: high-performing relationships 
that are efficient and productive as well as personally 
rewarding. The Relational Proximity Framework (RPF) 
enables us to do this.

The model we use is a perception mapping tool. It is 
designed to measure the distance in the relationship 
which in turn determines how well each is likely to 

engage in the thinking, emotions and behaviour of 
the other.

Whilst the term ‘relationship’ suggests some form of 
interaction, interaction does not necessarily indicate 
the presence of a relationship. Robert Hinde (1997) is 
particularly helpful in the distinction he makes: 

“Relationships involve a series of interactions 
between two individuals who know each other 
such that each interaction can be informed 
by past interactions and by expectations of 
interactions in the future” - Robert Hinde 
(Relationships: A Dialectical Perspective, 1997 
p.48)

What Hinde does argue is that where there is 
a relationship, interaction will be ongoing. By 
‘relationship’ therefore, we assume something that 
is dynamic and more than a connection; rather 
a continual process where reciprocal engagement 
between two agents defines the quantity and quality of 
the relationship. 

The literature points to many and varied factors but 
the RPF proposes five such drivers of a relationship. 

Quantitative data collection

12



When a relationship exists there will be a series of encounters with another person 
or group which leads us into an exploration of contact and communication 
within a relationship. Communication is considered fundamental to the way 
we build relationships, but it is but one strand of this definition of a relationship.

Those encounters are shaped by the experience (memory) of past encounters 
and the expectation (imagination) of future encounters. This leads us into 
exploration of the time dynamic and the storyline of a relationship; defined 
here as ‘continuity’ of the relationship.

Thus, relationships are close when the other is known, or at least knowable (this 
leads us into exploration of information and knowledge in the relationship). 
These intersecting elements, however important, are aspects of knowledge and 
information and are uncovered through self-discovery or observation.

Where the actions of each can affect the other, it leads into exploration of the 
power dynamic of the relationship. At a personal level, the fair distribution of 
power is felt as mutual respect. Conversely, the existence of respect for self and 
others shapes the exercise and response to power in the relationship or group. 
The ‘parity’ of the relationship refers to the way that power and influence are 
moderated in a relationship, so as to shape the ability and willingness of both 
parties to engage and contribute.

Where there is some shared, or enhanced, context or motivation it will lead 
into exploration of values and purpose. This is the process by which purpose 
is aligned or shared between participants in a relationship, a community or an 
organisation. It provides a reason for the relationship to exist and defines the 
common ground on which it is based. 

The 5 dimensions of relationships

Encounter

Alignment

1

Storyline

2

Knowledge

3

Fairness

4

5
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Information is valuable. It 
promotes the very nature of a 
relationship by facilitating the 
understanding of the exchanges. 
It avoids misinterpretation and 
unexploited opportunities, and 
encourages consciousness of the 
effects that our behaviours create 
one to another. Knowledge and 
knowing can apply to those we 
are yet to meet, those we know 
through others (a mediated 
experience) or merely by face as 
well as those closest to us. Yet, 
our knowledge of others within 
a relationship comes through 
information in context. The wider 
the context of a relationship (a 
relationship where you ‘meet’ one 
individual but in different contexts 

and through diverse roles) the 
more opportunities one has for 
increasing our knowledge base and 
strengthening the relationship. The 
observation of different behaviours 
may be perceived, and a wider 
range of contextual information 
becomes available.

In the relational performance 
model, ‘multiplexity’ describes 
this as a way of building up this 
information but, as stated, it is but 
one strand. For example, Directness 
ensures that each exchange of 
information is taken full advantage 
of. Directness includes elements 
such as noise (and the value of 
non-verbal communication) but 
traditional models rarely explore 

what happens with a relationship 
over time in its fullest sense. Those 
models, whilst valuable, only tap 
into one or two dimensions of a 
relationship. They do not comprise, 
for example, the continuity or 
consistency of a relationship – 
and therefore do not address what 
happens between meetings. 

This is a key element of perceived 
relationships. We are not just 
interested in the one encounter but 
the trust and understanding that 
stems from a series of meetings and 
its cumulative nature and impact 
on the future encounters and the 
resulting development of key skills 
and capacities of the individual:

Broadening the contexts that students 
and staff meet in Andorra
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These factors of the relationship are distinct, but not 
unconnected. Each influences the others, with the 
potential for reinforcing benefits; when in balance. 
The way in which they combine influences the overall 
outcomes of the relationship.

Schools are certainly places where a leadership team 
needs to understand and exploit the energy generated by 
good relationships or recognise where the systems and 
process of a school are potentially damaging the ability 
of children or staff to connect. Using our framework, we 
exposed the underlying health of the student to student 
and student to teacher relationships, and assessed the 
impact on these of a week-long student expedition to 
Andorra, in which the participants engaged in a range 
of team-building and survival-type activities, as well as 
skiing and social events. Our measures enable us to 
uncover the optimum conditions for  relationships to 
thrive and, crucially, the most appropriate contexts to 
develop positive characteristics in young people.

To evaluate the level of Relational Proximity between 
the parties, students and teachers were asked to fill in 
a questionnaire involving 60 questions, 12 for each of 
the 5 drivers. Each question explores one of the ‘sub-
drivers’ of the relationship. From the results of the 
questionnaire it is possible to calculate the Relational 
Proximity Index for each party for each relationship, 
and then calculate the perception gap between the 
parties in terms of the quality of the overall relationship, 
and for each driver and sub-driver.

The data collected also provides an indication 
of levels of Relational Proximity in relationships 
between different cohorts of pupils, in different 
schools, measured at closely related points of time. By 
aggregating the results, it also provides a comparison 
between scores among cohorts of students in different 

classes in a given year, and between different years in 
the same school, or differences between schools (this 
study focussed on three schools in the trust).

These differences in the absolute levels of Relational 
Proximity or in any of the drivers may be attributed 
to a wide range of social factors (background of the 
students) or to the specific working practices of the 
school. The data collected as part of this study did 
not consider, specifically, wider social and economic 
variables in the background to the students’ lives, nor 
was it able to examine the significance of the specific 
interventions by the school in their attempts to 
influence certain student academic outcomes, in the 
longer-term.

What it did do, however, was to expose, very clearly, 
the differences in relationship before and after the 
expedition and the types of strengths and capacities 
the Challenger programmes were promoting.

Our four years of research at Relational Schools, 
hundreds of thousands of lines of data and decades of 
supporting academic research, already tells us:

1. that students who develop positive relationships 
with teachers achieve better educational outcomes all 
round, including academic outcomes;
2. that positive peer to peer relationships and 
interaction correlates well with student motivation, 
student engagement and academic outcomes and
3. the evidence clearly shows both the importance of 
effective relationships in better educational outcomes, 
and the fact that character developed can be measured 
and mapped and that relational capability can be 
learned.

 15
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Research in numbers... 

46,080
lines of data taken 
and analysed

93 staff and student 
participants in the 
research 60 sub-facets of every 

teacher and students 
relationships explored

10 specific character strengths 
mapped and evaluated for 
every participant3 schools

1 Multi-Academy Trust
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Relational context 
for flourishing character 
The process of developing and flourishing as a human being is facilitated through the right relational context. 
Here character strengths and virtues can become habits – and truly a part of a student’s identity – by being 
nurtured through their relationships with their peers and with their teachers. Our contention is that the 
environment of the classroom, in many ways, provides an impoverished context for relationship building and 
character development. Our aim was to examine the impact of an expeditionary experience in Andorra and how 
it transformed the relational context of three schools.

Increased relational 
proximity for all relationships
The overall measures of Proximity indicate that 
the impact of the expedition to Andorra had a 
significant positive effect on this context for character 
development. Although levels of Proximity between 
teachers and students, and amongst students were 
lower than national norms prior to the trip, when 
re-measured two weeks later, they had improved 
substantially.

With regards to the former – and as shown in the 
figure opposite – student-to teacher proximity rose 
from 44 to 65 on the Proximity Index . Likewise, 
when exploring the quality of student relationships, 
proximity increased, on average, from 35 to 52. The 
reason for this overall improvement is consistent 
with our original hypothesis: namely, that a change 
in context and environment, facilitates and stimulates 
improvement across all five of the relational domains 
which underlie all relationships. 

With regards to their changing relationships with 
their students, teachers articulated to us the ways in 
which the environment, and the challenges associated 
with it, had brought about this improvement: “In a 
classroom experience there is no worry of injury, or the 

possibility that people can get lost – here they are in 
a new environment, they are experiencing things they 
haven’t experienced before” said one teacher when 
asked to reflect on why he felt the relationships were 
changing. He suggested that the time away together 
encouraged “people…to listen and relate in a way that 
they don’t have to in a classroom”. 

     here you have to listen, 
you have to help each other, 
and that is incredibly bonding

- Head teacher 

“
”
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Indeed, on a basic level, students and teachers were 
having to come together simply to navigate risk 
together. “Typically they are in that role of the student, 
so there is that student-teacher dynamic - Yes miss, no sir, 
following rules, a little bit of petulance… the archetypal 
students. Now, however, we are in a situation where we 
have to solve real problems together, because we have 
been faced with a number of challenges…we are not in 
that teacher-student dynamic – because we are working 
for each other… together… we’ve got to be able to do 
this – together we need to solve this problem – together 
we are going to face your fears and challenges”.
 
With regards to student to student relationships, the 
same qualitative sentiments emerged. “They are out of 

their comfort zone, some of them are scared. They flock 
together, hold tight together metaphorically - actually 
literally in many cases!” Said one of the Headteachers 
during a conversation - “I think sometimes our 
students have their usual friends and find it quite 
difficult to connect with other people. I think they 
have been forced to do that this week – because they 
have been put in a group together with people they 
don’t know, and you have to listen, you have to help 
each other, you have to do all these things, and that’s 
incredibly bonding”.

An observed outcome of the expedition was the 
enhanced levels of knowledge and understanding in 
the relationships of students and teachers.

Increased understanding, 
knowledge, and information 
about each other  
Being able to understand and appreciate one another 
– to truly know and be known - is a fundamental 
component of character development. How can 
a student learn to be caring, if they haven’t seen 
their teacher model kindness or care for others? 
Information is valuable. It enables a relationship to 
grow by augmenting each party’s understanding of 
the exchanges. Yet, our knowledge of others within a 
relationship comes through information in context. 
How can a student learn to become more thoughtful 
and caring, if they themselves don’t have the 
opportunities to do so? A shift in context, therefore, 
provides numerous opportunities and possibilities for 
the development of character strengths.

Before the expedition to Andorra, the level of shared 
knowledge and understanding between students and 
teachers was relatively low, with the students rating 
the relationship with staff at 43.9 on the index. Whilst 
some of this can be attributed to students limited 
contact with certain staff members, even those students ”
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with a deeper working knowledge of their teachers 
vocalised a more one dimensional view of their 
relationship: “we really only talked about classroom 
things” said Josh referring to his relationship to his 
Maths teacher. “Yeh, I I don’t really get along with 
him in that” said Rachel about her relationship to Mr 
Harris in Maths, “I don’t really get along with him in 
any subject really”, added Lilly. Here, it was obvious 
that confining the relationship to just one classroom 
context was limiting the breadth of the relational 
dynamics to one dimension; a dimension that resulted 
in an impoverished understanding of their teachers 
which, in and of itself, led to greater dysfunction and 
angst in the relationship. 

However, as the week progressed, so the depth of 
knowledge about their teachers increased. New and 
unique perspectives on staff such as Mr Harris and 
Miss Grainger became available to the students. “It’s 
really weird to see the different side of them, but I 
really like it. You get to know them on a personal level, 
more than just as a teacher in a classroom” said Simon 
as we boarded a ski lift and headed back to the top of 
the blue run he had just completed with his teacher. “I 
saw some of the teachers before as strict, but strangely 
though it has been those teachers who I have got on 
with the most”. The result of this new added dimension, 
and the change in environment, subsequently resulted 
in improved scores for this particular sub-facet of our 
measure; the rating increasing by over 20 points to 65.3 
by the end of the week. In other words, the quality of 
information available and levels of shared knowledge, 
had increased by 50%. 

Sitting on the school coach, heading up to the slopes 
for one last day of activities, the question of ‘what 
have been some of the moments with your teacher (Mr 
Harris) that you will remember?’ was posed to Lilly 
and Rachel. The following short dialogue reveals not 
only a change in understanding of their teacher, but a 
growing capacity to empathise and engage with others 
more broadly:

What are some of the moments you will 
remember?

Lilly - Probably when Mr Harris helped me ski. It is a 
lot different when he is teaching me Maths
Rachel – Yeh, I don’t really get along with him in that
Lilly - I don’t really get along with him in any subject 
really
Rachel - But out here it is really different… you get to 
know his actual person 
Lilly - You get to laugh whenever he falls over 
Rachel - You know him in a different way 
Lilly - When he is in lessons, you only really get to 
know him as a teacher – with the whole class – and 
like getting angry. When you are out here though I 
don’t see him as angry, more like a normal person.
Rachel - If he gets angry or annoyed at anything, I 
will be able to understand why he is doing it, rather 
than get annoyed at him back
Lilly - Because you see a different side of him
Rachel - He’s not angry all the time – it shows that he 
gets angry for a reason
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Rachel and Lilly’s richer understanding and awareness 
of their teacher’s strengths and limitations is crucial. 
Being able to understand what someone is doing is 
one thing, but being able to appreciate why is entirely 
another. Because Rachel and Lilly have now seen Mr 
Harris in a variety of situations that challenge their 
existing perceptions, his responses are now understood 
as those of “a normal person”. They are able to contrast 
these moments with examples of apparent genuine 
frustration. This contrast, and changed perception, 
means they no longer consider him inherently angry 
and can appreciate that “anger” is more than a surface 
feature of a teaching persona. Their fleshed-out view of 
him as person (not persona) allows them to empathise 
with that teacher and, potentially, to transfer that 
understanding, that empathetic character trait, to 
future encounters. 

“Well Miss Tyler, she’s more fun now. Well yeh before 
she was alright – but then we came here and she is 
more fun. At school she’s like always at her desk, but 
out here she is more fun. She talks to me more [when 
we are] at school she talks to me but not that much. 
Here she talks to me about different things”. 

These relative gains were likewise seen from the 
teachers’ perspective. Here, teachers scored their level 
of understanding and knowledge about their students, 
prior to the week away, at 38.6 on the Index. As the 
figure above shows, however, this particular sub-facet 
almost doubled over the period of their trip to Andorra, 
rated at 71.1 on their return. Whilst a more significant 
increase than the students’ perception, the underlying 

reasons for change remained constant. “I think it’s me 
being able to see them in a different environment, and 
them being able to see me in a different environment; 
you learn a lot about someone’s personality that you 
would never have at school” said Miss Grainger after 
a demanding but rewarding day of activity. “The kids 
have probably seen me in a different light to the Miss 
Grainger who is probably screaming at them because 
they are not listening. Now though, I knocked on the 
girls room this morning and said ‘can you please plait 
my hair for me, because I can’t do it myself’. Not in a 
million years would I do that at school. But here I can 
do that, and its fine, and I love it”. Indeed, throughout 
the subsequent few days, Miss Grainger continued 
to exploit these opportunities with her students, and 
was to be found at the back of the school coach or 
indeed before breakfast, talking laughing, questioning, 
responding – even getting her hair done - by some of 
her class. 

       Now though, I knocked on 
the girls room this morning and 
said ‘can you please plait my 
hair for me, because I can’t do 
it myself’. Not in a million years 
would I do that at school. But 
here I can do that, and its fine, 
and I love it

- Teacher

“

”

 21



Here, again, Miss Grainger observed the same process 
unfolding as Rachel and Lilly. Because they have seen 
her in a context where she isn’t “probably screaming 
at them because they are not listening”, they are 
able to engage with her on a different level; a more 
personal one. Although plaiting hair may seem trivial, 
it represents something quite tender and caring – an 
activity typically found more in the home with parents 
or siblings. This opportunity to interact on a personal 
level is something that is resisted or even prohibited in 
a classroom culture or climate. 

Our past research shows that this new, and transforming, 
relationship is brought back in the context of the 
school after the experience. The relationship changes, 
for the better, forever.

The same pattern of increased knowledge and 
understanding was observed in the students’ 
relationships with each other. The previous figure 
reveals the aggregated data from all schools. Average 
Proximity was measured at 36.2 prior to the expedition: 
“I didn’t really know much about Fred really at all” 
said one student during a bus ride to the slopes on the 
last day of activities. “Yeh a lot of the people in my 
class I would see at school but I would never really talk 
to outside of the work we were doing”, added Fred who 
was sitting beside him. 

After their return however, this particular dimension 
of the relationship increased from 36.2 to 52.3. As 
the following dialogue illustrates, this increase was 

once again juxtaposed with their previous limited 
knowledge and understanding of each other, and the 
lack of opportunity to get to know each other:
We might refer to these opportunities as ‘talk spaces’, 
in which students find opportunities and appropriate 
contexts to promote and prompt deeper, fuller dialogue. 
Time is the currency of a relationship and our schools 
are time poor. Whilst classrooms or school dining 
room spaces allow for conversation, it is controlled 
and curtailed. Discussion in class is timebound and 
segmented, and usually highly focused. Note that 
Michael felt (above) that conversations like this are 
usually “stopped” because they have little or no value 
in school. There is reduced space in between lessons 
for this type of relationship building as well: 13% of 
secondary school children in the UK have only half 
an hour for a lunch break, while half have less than an 
hour. Primary schools are following suit. The greatest 
impact, say Ofsted, is seen in the numbers of students 
accessing a nutritional daily meal. We might argue 
this is a mere symptom of not recognising the power 
of these social settings. There is, ironically, less time 
for extra-curricular clubs and activities, all of which 
provide a richer context for social development.

The 24-hour long bus journey, sitting together on 
a ski lift, or even sharing hot chocolate after snow 
shoeing through a blizzard, was an extended, contrived 
but intense extension of the social spaces airbrushed 
out of the school day that enable a deeper sense of 
understanding and empathy for each other. 

Michael: It helps as well because you get to know 
people more. It does change the way you see each 
other….You get to know each other more 
Will: Yeh, I know he is bad at skiing now!
Michael: Yeh you get to know each other better
Will: 24-hour long bus journeys you get to have 
long conversations!
Michael: 24-hour conversations, yeh you’d be lucky 
to have any conversation going in class without it 
being stopped
Will: Jake is dairy intolerant… we didn’t know that… 
Michael: Will learnt that I’m not good at skiing
Will: You just like get to know each other more – 
like backgrounds about family and stuff through 
skiing. I mean like a bit of conversation while you 
are skiing
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Students report greater determination and a 
commitment to each other following the expedition. 
For example, before the trip only 32% of students 
agreed that fellow classmates were committed to 
their common objectives; before they lacked a unity 
of purpose and clarity of vision. After their return 
however, that proportion had risen to 45%. Likewise, 
teachers agreed, or strongly agreed, that 46% of 
students were committed to shared goals before 
Andorra, whilst afterwards this perception was at 
78%. Now, there was a new, or renewed sense of what 
could be achieved in school and a fresh perspective 
on the ways each party might contribute to the tasks 
ahead. 

Prior to the trip, data revealed a stronger sense of 
individuation and individualism in the student 
community, with only 36% of students likely to 
express a sense of loyalty and commitment to those 
around them. That number had increased to 60% 
afterwards. Again, this increase was more stark when 
exploring the student to teacher dynamic (47% of 

students feeling committed and loyal to their teachers 
before and 69% afterwards).

The qualitative responses corroborated the empirical 
data. “Before I was a bit shy, didn’t ask questions” said 
one student when asked about how he had changed, 
“but now I’m definitely more confident, able to make 
more friends, really more confident… because some 
of the things I’ve done over the past days I never 
thought I could do.” 

Another showed this commitment to achieving 
shared goals by helping his teacher learn how to ski: 
“A teacher came to our ski group, and it was her first 
day skiing today, and it was my first day yesterday. 
And the instructor said: “Tom, help me, tell them”. 
And I taught the teacher how to put their skis on and 
off, how to stop, how to turn, it’s not easy but she got 
the hang of it!’ A small anecdote can illustrate, for 
this student at least, a desire to see others succeed and 
a commitment to do that through his relationship 
with them. 

Character expressing 
itself through relationships
It is important to understand that relationships are both the context in which those habits, or characteristics, 
will emerge and the place where they are best expressed. Here, in the framework of a close, trusting relationship, 
students begin to demonstrate those strengths such as determination and commitment, optimism and gratitude, 
as well as acquiring heightened emotional intelligence through their relationships with each other and with their 
teachers.  We carefully mapped the types of characteristics the Challenger Multi-Academy Trust hoped to develop 
during the week in Andorra, to the data we took before and after the expedition.

Percentage of 
students who  
feel committed 
and loyal to 
their peers

Percentage of 
students who 
demonstrate 
commitment and 
confidence to 
shared goals

Increased commitment and confidence
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The second key area that was highlighted by the CBI 
report was that of optimism. Here strengths such as 
gratitude and enthusiasm were praised as key strengths 
that they wanted to see. The way that these strengths 
express themselves in the relationships of students 
and teachers in Andorra, again show how effective 
the trip appears to have been. 

Before the trip, 38% of students agreed that others 
appreciated their talents and skills. After the trip, this 
had risen to 57%. Likewise, when students were asked 
about how listened to and understood they felt, only 
36% of relationships expressed this, whereas 56% 
expressed this afterwards. The teachers perception 

however again saw the higher level of progress. Before 
the trip, teachers felt listened to and appreciated by 
57% of students, whereas after this, the number was 
91%

Increased gratitude, and enthusiasm

        I think I was a bit shy in 
asking for help...but I think now 
that I can know how to look for 
help, and I can ask for help, and 
I’ve got a better relationship 
with my peers and teachers, it is 
going to be easier

Percentage of 
students who  
feel others 
appreciate their 
talents

Percentage of 
students that listen 
to and understand 
their teachers

“

”
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The third area where these strengths are revealing 
themselves is through the emotional intelligence of 
the students. Here the perceived and felt levels of 
respect, honesty and humility in the relationships all 
saw impressive increases from what were originally 
low scores. For example, students indicated that 32% 
of the relationships made them feel respected as a 
person, rather than just what they could contribute, 
before the the trip. Afterwards this had increased to 
50%. Teachers indicated that 57% of relationships felt 
honest before hand, whilst 87% felt honest afterwards. 
And finally when students were asked if it would be 
easy to overcome problems in their relationship with 
their teacher,  46% agreed before hand, whilst 70% 
agreed afterwards. 

One particular story of a few students illustrates this 
last statistic quite well. Following the first evening of 
being at the resort hotel, a few of the students started 
acting up, resulting in a broken flower pot in the 

hallway and a mess that the cleaning team had to deal 
with. The cleaning staff had complained, and this 
complaint was passed on to the students in general. 
Here however, instead of ignoring the complaint, three  
girls took it upon themselves and wrote an apology 
letter to the hotel and left it on their pillows for their 
cleaners to find. When they returned later that day, 
they discovered the cleaners had written them a letter 
back and left it on their pillows. “That’s special, that’s 
incredible, we’ve never seen them do that before” said 
one of their teachers as she concluded the story. 

“My respect for them has gone up” added another 
“because I’ve seen them in a different light. In a light 
where they appear to be more adults to me, than when 
we left. When we left they were school children, and 
now probably when we leave they have got a higher 
level of responsibility, and they will appear to be more 
adults to me”

Increased honesty, trust, and respect

Percentage of 
students who feel 
respected for who 
they are by their 
peers

Percentage 
of students 
who are 
trusted 
and honest 
with their 
teachers
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5
Conclusions



 

The changing behaviours, revealed in the last story, 
are not trivial. The development of ‘character’, as we 
define it, refers to the transformation of the thoughts 
and actions of a person which run right through them, 
so that wherever you look, you see the same authentic 
individual through and through. Too often, the picture 
painted for us is one of superficiality.

In life, we want and need to know other people, but 
our knowledge is often imperfect and incomplete. This 
may be due to the complexity of human beings,  or 
the way in which we are consciously or unconsciously 
different in different relationships, or indeed the desire 
to conceal part of ourselves or project a particular 
persona. Gaps in our knowledge create the potential 
for missed opportunities, misunderstanding and even 
deceit. Our ability to evaluate others and to manage a 
relationship may be compromised as a result.

In the context of the classroom, there is a danger 
in making ourselves known. Indeed, the very word 
‘intimacy’ comes from the Latin ‘to make known’: 
‘intimus’ gives us the adjective ‘inmost’. Teachers are 
naturally wary, especially in a classroom with such age 
differentials, to share that which is inmost, but one 
of the characteristics of self-disclosure is reciprocation 
(Knapp and Vangelisti, 2009). Schluter and Lee (1993) 

refer to this as the ‘multiplexity’ of the relationship 
- building and making use of many strands of 
information, means greater breadth of information 
in a relationship from both sides. That effect is most 
pronounced when you provide different and varied 
contexts, for relationships to be fostered. Challenger 
seek to do this through expeditions such as the one we 
followed or back in the schools, through various kinds 
of programme or opportunities.

It is important that students and staff are given access 
to varied sources of information, and the opportunity 
to broaden those which already exist; when this 
happens, it is more likely that mutual knowledge 
in a relationship will be authentic and complete. 
Fundamentally, in the context of the classroom, self-
disclosure is one of the foundations of trust. Trust is 
best understood as the confidence you have in the 
relationship and three primary perceptions (Knapp 
and Vangelisti, 2009): predictability, dependability 
and faith (a measure of the expected continuity of the 
relationship). As Hargreaves reminds us, “the creation 
of the appropriate classroom atmosphere, namely one 
that is non-threatening and acceptant, springs directly 
from the kind of relationship he establishes with the 
pupils. This, it is argued, is a relationship characterised 
by ‘trust”’ (1972, p.176).

Conclusions
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In broadening the contexts that students and staff 
meet each other, so you enable them to develop a 
sense of each others’ needs, interests and potential 

contributions. What emerged from the data, 
and our work with the Challenger Multi-
Academy Trust schools, was an experience 
which stimulated relationships to mature, and 
enabled individuals to flourish. 

And when we say ‘flourish’, we mean to say that 
students are connected to school and to themselves 
and to each other in rich ways. We know, from a 
significant body of research that already exists, that 
“there is a relationship between young people’s social 
connections to school, their operation in their social 
worlds and their academic outcomes” (McLaughlin 
and Clarke, 2010: Journal of Educational & Child
Psychology).”

The consequences of 
relational distance in 
education
Recent studies have demonstrated the effects (both on 
individual educational attainment as well as on society) 
of broken relationships: defined here as “non-intact 
families” (Roberts el al. 2009), “fractured” or “non-
stable” home environments (CSJ, 2013) or “insecure 
attachments” which can be in the home, with teachers 
or amongst a child’s peer group (Marsh, 2007). Where 
relationships, as described above, are dysfunctional, 
the negative impact on student outcomes is significant. 

Research tells us that over two-thirds of all those who 
truant do so in order to avoid a particular lesson, 
with their ‘relationship with the teacher’ (CSJ, 2000: 
p.5) cited as one of the principal reasons for truancy. 
Where attachment in the classroom context is more 
secure, relationships can surmount social inequality 
and promote social mobility; where they are weak or 
fragile, evidence suggests they reinforce educational 
disadvantage.

Whilst research shows that students with insecure 
attachments in the home tend to experience 

dysfunctional insecure relationships with staff 
(DeMulder, 2000; Kennedy, 2008), if teachers can 
‘disconfirm’ historical insecurities then strong teacher-
pupil relationships can be formed and as a result, 
those students “fare better socially, emotionally and 
academically” (O’Connor and McCartney, 1997). In 
practice, that means being far more intentional about 
bonding with our students (Marsh et al. 2008); making 
them feel valued; and knowing them in multiple 
contexts, both in the classroom and in out of classroom 
experiences (McNeeley, et al. 2002).

Positive peer interaction correlates well with student 
motivation (Furrer and Skinner, 2003), student 
engagement (Keefe and Berndt, 1996) and academic 
outcomes (Keefe and Berndt, 1995). More recent 
studies of student-to-student relationships have found 
historical, “concurrent and longitudinal connections 
with school attainment and adjustment outcomes”. 
Students who feel connected to school “tend to do 
well academically and are more prosocial, and have 
higher self-regulatory skills” (Blatchford and Baines, 
2010: p.23. I9). In short, the more connected a student 
feels to their peer group, and to their teacher, the more 
likely they are to flourish and the more likely they are 
to develop the kinds of character traits we witnessed, 
and measured, during that week in Andorra (such as 
determination; confidence; commitment to each other; 
increased optimism; gratitude; enthusiasm for school; 
respect and care for each other; honesty; and humility). 
All of this provides the context for successful learning, 
academic achievement and the habitualisation of 
positive traits, which – when played out in school 
and in the streets - help children to repair and build 
the communities and societies in which they will live, 
work and re-create. 

It is our view that Challenger’s aim to combat 
disadvantage through these kinds of opportunity, 
will lead to improved academic attainment 
when they become a systemic part of a school’s 
culture. The impact of this one experience was 
significant and powerful. We can only theorise 
the cumulative impact if applied to all students, 
embedded in the curriculum and pedagogy of 
a school and extended throughout a student’s 
time in education.
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