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Schools for Boys

Key opportunities, 
critical challenges 
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In Search of a Theory

“We found that with the exception of high 
achievers boys have poorer educational 
outcomes than girls around the world, 

independent of social equality indicators; a gap 
that has grown for reading over the past decade. 

This has strong implications for national 
economic prospects as well as social stability, as 
young men who are not well integrated into the 

economic structures of their society are prone to 
crime and violence”

Stoet & Geary, 2015
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Elementary Age Roots

“Girls have a considerable lead over boys in 
these skills as early as kindergarten and they 
extend this lead further over the first six 
years of schooling. Social and behavioral 
skills are predictive of gains in reading and 

math competence as well as teacher ratings 
of academic outcomes.”

DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013, p. 114. 
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Resisting Boys

“Difficult boys –
disengaged, prone to 
disobedience and even 
disruption – can be found 
in nearly every school. In 
practically every 
classroom, some boys 
turn away unproductively 
from teachers.” 
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The Role of Assent

“Because the results of teaching 

reside in the minds and behaviors of 

students, it is the students who have 

the ultimate control over the success 

of teachers’ efforts.” 

Eric Toshalis, Make Me!, 2015  
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Building a Grounded Theory

• Teaching Practices Study (2008-10)

18 schools, 1,000 teachers, 1,500 students 

• Relational Teaching Study (2011-13)

36 schools, 1,200 teachers, 1,400 students

• Action/Reflection (2014-15)

4 schools
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A Key Finding

“Relationally successful teachers 
reported positive transformations 
with boys beset by the same—or 
worse—circumstances as those 
bearing on boys determined to be 

unreachable in the accounts of failed 
relationship.” 

Reichert & Hawley, I Can Learn From You, 2014
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Relationship Manager

“It falls to the helper to manage the alliance by 
addressing its strains and breakdowns when 
they occur. With the boy so absorbed by his 
efforts to learn and wrestling with emotional 
reactions of all sorts, it is only the teacher who 
can maintain objectivity to see above the fray.”

Reichert & Hawley, I Can Learn From You, 2014
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Relational Asymmetry

Boys felt inhibited from addressing breakdowns by 
several factors, including…

• School culture of generational respect

• Concern about reputation

• Teachers’ defensiveness

• Fears of retribution

• Not wanting to seem “selfish”
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Relational Breakdowns

• Ubiquitous

• Normal

• Often Unnoticed

• Often Unfair

• Consequential
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Teacher Disconnection

“Negative or pessimistic 
interpretations arise most 
often when teachers feel 
under particular 
stresses, stresses that 
might challenge their 
sense of professional 
competence and general 
self-worth.” 
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Occupational Stress

•“Stress occurs when your 
usual way of doing things is 
inadequate for the demands of 
the situation.” (Larrivee, 2012)

• Conflicted relationships are 
the greatest source of 
teachers’ stress.
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Problematic Responses to Stress

• Emotional exhaustion (frustration, anger, depression, 
dissatisfaction)

• Flooding (emotional override leading to dread: what now?) 

• Depersonalization (impersonal, detached  view of others)

• Lack of personal accomplishment (tendency to devalue 
oneself)
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Professional Growth

“When teachers felt well held in a 
psychological sense - listened to, 

heard, and cared about - it seemed 
to have a direct and positive effect 

on the children.”

Drago-Severson, Helping Educators Grow, 2012 



Growth in Relational Teaching
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Designing a Relational School

• Institutional 
Commitment

• Relational Trust

• Supporting Teachers’ 
“Emotional Labor’

• Coaching Boys



Relational Learning

From Intuition to Intention



It’s nothing new

• Your best teachers are always your best 

teachers

• Inspired learning is always linked to a 

relationship



Our Context

• Transition allows for reflection

• Who are we and what do we value?



The Value

• “Relationship” underpins our mission

• “Relationship” captures the values of the 

community

• “Relationship” is the key to                 

learning



Research

• Dr. Michael Reichert and IBSC

– Relational Teaching

– Relational Gestures

• SEARCH Institute

– Developmental Relationships



Our Journey towards Relational 

Learning

• From Intuition to Intention



What is Relational Learning and 

what is it NOT

TEACHER

STUDENT LEARNING



The Challenges

• How do you measure it?

• It is easily misunderstood

• Intentionality might actually devalue it

• Difficult organizational changes to allow 
team approach to relationship



Our Interpretation

• Our faculty has taken the research of Reichert 

and worked to apply it to the mission of our 

school. They arrived at two main pillars.

• The Relational Team

• An “Up and Down” commitment to Relationship



The Relational Team

• Puts focus on the boy’s relational journey through 
the school, not the teacher

• Mitigates possibility of ego

• Demonstrates the depth of commitment

• Allows support of teachers in difficult work

• Allows the fullness of a boy to be supported 
relationally



An “Up and Down” commitment to 

relationship

• We must always continue to seek the 

development of even the most challenging of 

relationships. 

• We want our boys to grow towards a sensitive 

understanding and ownership of their own 

relationships, seeing themselves  

as full partners.



The warp and the weft

• A commitment to relational learning 

impacts everything

– Staff recruitment

– Professional growth

– Mastery focus

– Student leadership

– Parent support



Your support people



St. Christopher’s School
Richmond, Virginia

USA





Core Beliefs

We love and 
understand 

boys.



Fundamental Principles for Teaching Boys at 
St. Christopher’s

Pedagogy Relationships

•Create a classroom environment 
that is structured and consistent 
where boys feel safe to succeed and 
fail.
•Be knowledgeable and passionate 
about your subject matter and seek 
to make content relevant and 
engaging.
•Offer varied instructional 
approaches to include opportunities 
for movement, hands-on learning, 
teamwork and competition, and 
choice.
•Offer varied assessment methods; 
multiple ways for boys to show what 
they know
•Identify and support of boys’ unique 
approaches to learning.

•Be authentic.
•Respect and value each boy; know 
him as an individual.
•Use humor and allow boys to do the 
same.
•Create trust and let boys know you 
care about them and about your 
subject.
•Demonstrate fairness and 
consistency in expectations, words, 
and actions. 
•Acknowledge and value failure as a 
potential learning opportunity.



The Center for the 
Study of Boys

Mission Statement:
The Center for the Study of Boys was established by St. 
Christopher's School in 2014, reflecting St. Christopher's 
commitment to being a global leader in educating boys. The 
Center is dedicated to promoting best practices in engaging and 
teaching boys through research, professional development, and 
programming. It will serve the St. Christopher's community--
teachers, parents, and the boys themselves--and will also be a 
resource both locally and globally for those interested in 
understanding and working effectively with boys.



The Center for the 
Study of Boys

Year One Goals:
1. Create a web presence for the Center
2. Identify and schedule a speaker who is an expert on boys to 

present to students, faculty, and parents

3. Identify and implement a professional development 
initiative around relational teaching

4. Spend time in classrooms to connect with faculty and gain a 
stronger sense of areas of strength and challenge in regard to 
best practices

5. Increase faculty knowledge of and participation in action 
research (through the IBSC and internally) and in IBSC 
Regional Programs

6. Finalize decisions on physical location of the Center

http://www.educatingboys.com


Relational Teaching 
Professional Development

Important Vocabulary

Reflective Relational 
Practice

Relational Manager

Working Alliance Relational Gestures



Relational Teaching 
Professional Development

• Relational teaching discussions in CFGs

• All-school and divisional presentations from 
Michael Reichert

• Faculty Focus groups

• Student Focus groups (grades 5, 7, and 12)

• Student surveys (MS and US)

• Lower School relational teaching pilot study 



Relational Teaching 
Professional Development



Teachers’ Feedback
• “We all know how to have good relationships; that is 

why we teach. We love our students.” 

• “I don’t get it. Isn’t the relational piece true for girls 
too, and for adults?...It seems to me to just be 
common sense...I don’t see this effort as new ground 
being explored, but as an exercise in research and 
data collection used to promote what the faculty 
already knows…”

• “Ultimately I think this is an area we excel in and I’m 
not sure why we are focusing so much on relational 
teaching.” 



Image Credit:  
http://ifitnessnh.com/blog/?p=952

Jim Collins, Good to Great

http://ifitnessnh.com/blog/?p=952


Lower School 

Relational 

Teaching 

Pilot

Study



Relational Teaching Log

• Reflecting on a moment of positive 
connection with a student or group of 
students, describe the moment and reflect 
on the following questions: 

– What allowed for the connection?  

– What specific strategy did you use to 
connect with the boy(s)?



Relational Teaching Log

• Reflecting on a moment of disconnection 
with a student or group of students, 
describe the moment and reflect on these 
questions: 

– How did you notice the disconnection? 

– What caused the disconnection? 

– What specific strategy did you use to try 
to repair a strained connection?





Action Research

Saints Action Research Team

Dorothy Suskind, Coach

Laura Ambrogi

Sarah Hubard

Rich Morton

Nick Brata

Alex Knight

Stuart Ferguson

Jay Wood



The Voices of Boys



The Voices of Boys

She really understood me. She got that boys 
get wild sometimes.

Over the course of 3 or 4 weeks, he taught me 
how to solve a Rubiks cube during his break 
time. It was really cool. 

He always had my back. 



The Voices of Boys

She was the kind of teacher you could count 
on.

He made me feel like I could ask any kind of 
question (good or bad) and he would answer 
it truthfully.

She knows me on a personal level, and we are 
good friends.



The Voices of Boys

He rarely got mad and stayed patient even 
though I was bad sometimes. 

One day I walked out of class to go to the 
bathroom to cool off.  He heard about it and 
reached out to me to talk about what was going 
on in my life.

She was comical and would ignore us or smirk at 
us if we were doing something stupid. 



The Voices of Boys

Teachers kind of know, but we feel it.



Relational Teaching at 
St. Christopher’s School 

Moving forward…
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Ongoing Conversations of Learning

• Boys’ education and coeducation

• We think boys’ energies are best channelled through engagement 
built around ongoing conversations of learning

• Conversations engender intimacy and relationships that support 
learning

• Boys ‘hang  their learning’ on seemingly casual engagements -
conversations, stories, humour, activity - and the relationships these 
foster

• An environment of Academic Care recognises that much of wellbeing 
stems from engagement and success with academic studies
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What we do: Systemic

• Structure: Teams in Years 7 – 8; House System Years 9 – 12

• Learning space design and campus development  crafting spaces 
that promote ‘collision’, engagement, ongoing conversation, 
intimacy, exploration for boys and staff

• Class Surveys and Programme Reviews  informed and responsive 
classroom practice; centrality of boys’ voices 

• Peer Observation  focus on teacher-boy relationships; follow-up 
conversations with peers in ‘triads’

• Department meetings  reflection on and discussion around 
‘relational learning best practices’ as a standing item

• Recruitment  gauging ability to form and maintain positive 
learning relationships; to contribute to full school programme
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What we do: New and Ongoing Initiatives

• University Links  internship model, formative and transformative; 
influence teacher training in mathematics in a relational context

• ‘Free form’ elective subject (Year 9)  freedom of expression and 
movement; creativity; learning by doing/making; teacher as mentor

• ‘Big Ideas’ lecture series (Year 11)  a space to think, dream, 
question, free of formal curriculum and assessment requirements

• Academic Tutors (Year 12)  one-on-one support and mentoring for 
boys at risk of underachievement
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What we do: New and Ongoing Initiatives

• Challenge Programme  boys ‘elicit the teaching they need’; 
arousing curiosity and engagement; influence of like-minds

• Flipped Teaching  time provided for resource and teacher 
development in Years 7 (History), 9 (Mathematics) and 10 (English); 
more class time on individual conversations

• Junior School  action research through chronicling; a study of 
relationships; extension of Relational Learning framework to senior 
Primary?

• Relationship with Michael as a Foundation Fellow
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Conclusion

Three important characteristics for teachers of boys:

• Humour – unlocking of male horns; diffusing confrontation 
without loss of face; creating depth in relationships; showing we 
can laugh at ourselves, don’t make mountains out of molehills 
and appreciate the humour of others

• Purpose – their learning and their lives are part of something 
bigger; they are part of building something better; finding 
interests that can grow into passions

• Reciprocity – shows boys they are valued; significance and 
effect of teacher apology; if something doesn’t work try a 
different personalised tack; equals in conversation
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Contact Information

Michael Reichert michreich@comcast.net

(610) 667-9503

CSBGL www.csbgl.org

mailto:michreich@comcast.net

