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Abstract 

Fostering connectedness amongst young men is an important area of our work as teachers in 

order to enhance their psychological well-being.  It is noted in the literature that connectedness 

leads to psychological wellbeing (Schulze, 2014). This action research project investigated 

whether Year 10 boys coming together on a regular basis and sharing personal stories had an 

effect on their level of connectedness. Adolescence is a time when boys look to redefine their 

identity and purpose and throughout our teaching careers, we have noticed that Year 10 boys 

can appear more disengaged, particularly emotionally and intellectually. The action comprised 

weekly 25-minute sessions spanning over a seven-week time period. Boys engaged in a variety 

of story sharing initiatives, ranging from random facts about themselves to the final action of 

sharing a deeper and more complex side of themselves or family life through a speech. This 

research suggests that involving boys in a series of sessions that assist them to build their 

personal story and providing a structure whereby they are able to regularly share their stories 

amongst one another can lead to an increase in connectedness amongst boys. 

Introduction 

The link between creating and sharing of stories through a personal narrative and developing an 

understanding of self and peers amongst Year 10 boys is important to us as we are both 

Housemasters at The Scots College. One of our key roles is to foster well-being and a positive 

environment amongst our boys. Seppala (2013) refers to social connection being strongly 

correlated to well-being and adolescent development literature refers to the need for 

adolescents “to be connected to others in a meaningful way” (Allen & Bowles as cited in Schulze, 

2014, p.193). This research, along with the rise of mental health issues, such as anxiety and 
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depression in young men (Yeomans & Christensen, 2017),  and coupled with our need as 

Housemasters to support more and more boys each year with mental health issues, led us to 

seek a more proactive way to create improved wellbeing outcomes for our boys. Hence, sharing 

stories was the approach we used to investigate our chosen issue. Another motivating factor for 

our involvement in this project was the observation that boys appear to be overly reliant on 

technology to connect and in turn risk losing the ability to connect through face to face 

interactions.  

With this in mind, we felt it was important for boys to explore and share their own story as 

storytelling is an ancient tradition used by many cultures and societies in the past. Reichert 

(2009) details a student’s most pivotal motivational memory from school when the student had 

the opportunity to write and share their personal narrative. Examples currently used at Scots 

include the structured sharing of personal stories amongst the boys at Glengarry (the College’s 

Year 9 outdoor education campus) amongst Dorms. The educators at Glengarry shared with us 

that storytelling had a powerful impact on the boys’ social connection and understanding of 

each other within their Dorm environment.  

The research in this area inspired us to explore how connectedness amongst boys can be 

enhanced through the use of storytelling. This ultimately led to our research question: 

How does the sharing of personal stories affect connectedness in Year 10 boys? 

Literature Review 

Connectedness, belonging, and attachment, are concepts used frequently across the literature. It 

is essential, therefore, to provide working definitions and dimensions of belonging and 

connectedness. 

Grotevant and Cooper’s (as cited in Karcher, 2011) state that connectedness involves 

interactions that link the self to others. It comprises two dimensions: “expressing responsiveness 

to the views of others, and expressing sensitivity and respect for others’ views, especially in 

taking into account the other’s viewpoint when expressing one’s own” (p.44). Social connection 

is related to wellbeing (Seppala, 2014), while Schulze (2014) makes reference to multiple sources 

of literature that highlight: 
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Connectedness leads to psychological wellbeing, which includes self-esteem, self-efficacy, life 

satisfaction and aspirations, happiness, and physical wellbeing. Moreover, school and teacher 

connectedness is associated with important academic and developmental outcomes, and 

transition to middle school. Future connectedness facilitates positive adolescent 

development. In contrast, a lack of connectedness is related to loneliness and adjustment 

difficulties; self-alienation, a lack of meaning and purpose in life, delinquent behaviour and 

poor health. It has also been linked to adolescent suicide. (p.411) 

Attachment tendencies become more differentiated between childhood and adolescence 

(Ainsworth as cited in Karcher, 2011) After primary school, family is no longer boys’ only source 

of reference; peers have an increasing role. This reinforces the need to explore the role of 

storytelling in relation to fostering connection in our action research project. Our action research 

worked with these concepts to further explore meaningful ways to facilitate deeper connections 

amongst boys. 

Karcher (2006) refers to a lack of theoretically derived measures of adolescent connectedness. 

He states many youth development programs promote connectedness as a goal but found a 

lack of reporting of measures of connectedness. Karcher’s development of The Hemingway: 

Measure of adolescent connectedness is a means to quantify connectedness. This reinforced the 

need for our action research to use measures to assess the boys’ connectedness before and 

after the intervention to determine if there was an impact. 

 How males connect in times of difficulty is often quite different to females (Tomova, 2014) and 

provides an insight into challenges boys may face when trying to connect. In times of stress, 

men become more self-centered and less connected, whereas women focus on others. 

Generally, males place more emphasis on social connections that provide practical assistance 

and women more emphasis on emotional support (McKenzie, 2018). McKenzie’s findings also 

show that often men have few or no people in their social networks whom they trust to share 

their feelings with, despite often wanting too. Social theories of gender and sex role theory 

explain that men seeking support or discussing emotions goes against male role expectations 

that emphasise strength and emotional restraint. This may lead to adult males providing poor 

role modelling to younger males with regard to emotional connectedness and hence, 
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perpetuate this negative trait. Evidence of this can be heard in a BBC Storyworks podcast series 

titled A Sense of Belonging’ where Aaron Foley, Chief Storyteller of the city of Detroit describes 

how through individuals sharing their stories of the city’s renaissance has inextricably 

highlighted the importance of a sense of belonging in today’s world.  

We argue that the personal story, or autobiography, is a critical developmental skill in every 

human’s life. To this end, Fivush, Habermas, Waters & Zaman (2011) state that “autobiographical 

memory is a unique human form of memory that integrates individual experiences of self with 

cultural frames for understanding identities and lives” (p. 321). 

In the realm of narrative, a person’s life story is not a Wikipedia biography of the facts and 

events of a life, but rather the way a person integrates those facts and events internally—picks 

them apart and weaves them back together to make meaning (Beck, 2015, p.2).  The personal 

stories that we tell are therefore an individual’s way of reasoning and making sense of who they 

are and why they are the way they are.  

 

Paul (2014) discusses the scientific study on how stories change attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviours. He writes that the neurochemical called oxytocin, which is a chemical signal in the 

brain,  is produced when one feels  trusted or shown kindness and it can motivate cooperation 

with others: “It does this by enhancing the sense of empathy and our ability to experience 

others’ emotions” (p.1).  

The narrative structure of a boy’s story follows a long developmental process during 

adolescence as individuals develop their social cognitive skills that allow for temporal 

understanding and causal reasoning. Dan McAdams (2015) writes that during adolescence, the 

use of canonical biographies, life scripts, and culturally available storytelling to build a life story 

feeds the individual’s autobiographical narrational identity. 

The aim of this research was multifaceted in that it examined the “personal connectedness” of 

the storyteller and the “social connectedness” of the listeners. Beck (2015, p.2) states that when 

people tell others about themselves, they tend of to do it in a narrative way - that’s just how 

humans communicate. Even if we are, as the writer Jonathan Gottschall put it, “storytelling 
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animals,” what does it mean from one person to the next? While we acknowledged that the 

ability to create a life narrative was going to take the majority of the time and personal 

reflection would occur, the true measures of connectedness would occur throughout the telling 

of the personal stories and the individual would need to develop the cognitive tools needed to 

communicate a coherent life story. These tools included “casual coherence - the ability to 

describe how one event led to another and thematic coherence - the ability to identify the 

overarching values and motifs that recur throughout the story” (Beck, 2015, p.5). 

In a study analysing the life stories of different ages, McLean (Beck, 2015) conceives that there is 

a layering of three aspects of self. From birth, people are “actors” who have a role to play in the 

world. As they get old enough to set goals, they become “agents” still playing a role, but also 

making decisions to produce a desired outcome. In the final layer as the “author,” people begin 

to create ideas about the future with experiences and events of the past. Throughout the 

construction of each individual’s narrative, we needed to build connectedness amongst the 

focus group to a point where each individual felt confident enough with their story as there 

were possible consequences to telling or not telling the story. The listener also played an 

important role in developing a deeper level of connection by providing  feedback or support 

about something the teller thought was really bad in their story, was not such a big deal, or was 

not that uncommon, allowing the story teller to review the perspective of the event (Beck, 2015).  

 

By using Harvard Visible Thinking routines such as Step Inside and Circle of Viewpoints routines, 

the boys were encouraged to step in another person’s shoes, whether that person be fictional or 

real. By using storytelling in conjunction with the thinking routines, we attempted to heighten 

the boys’ listening skills to become more effective listeners.  The importance of every individual 

in the group having the interpersonal skill of understanding how to be an effective listener was 

critical to a positive outcome for our research. Active listening means, as its name suggests, 

actively listening. That is, fully concentrating on what has been said rather than just passively 

hearing the message of the speaker (Skills You Need, 2018).  
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This discussion of literature has informed the design of the research as well as our interpretation 

of the data to construct our findings.  

Research Context 

The Scots College is an independent boys’ school in Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs. The School has a 

reformed Presbyterian heritage and draws on its Christian values to shape and inform its practice. 

The College has nine campuses and approximately 2000 boys. This project was conducted with 

boys from the Senior School Campus in Bellevue Hill.  

The 30 Year 10 boys in our project were aged between 15 and 16 years. There was a combination 

of day-boy and boarding boys in Year 10 that offered a mixture of socio-economic and cultural 

difference amongst the group. The boys had been in the same tutor group for 3 years, were 

familiar to each other, and had experienced Glengarry within the last 12 months.  

Parents and boys were required to sign a consent form granting permission to participate. 

Participation in the research project was entirely voluntary and boys were able to withdraw from 

the study at any time. Anonymity was maintained throughout the project, with boys being referred 

to during the data collection process as “the participants.” 

The Action 

Our action comprised of a series of group tasks designed to increase the connectedness amongst 

30 Year 10 boys during school Tutor Group sessions. The introduction of writing and sharing a 

personal narrative into the Year 10 Tutor Program had not been undertaken previously at our 

campus and followed on from self-discovery activities during Year 9 whilst the boys were at our 

outdoor education campus at Glengarry. The action comprised of a series of weekly 25-minute 

sessions spanning a time period of seven weeks.  

The first Session consisted of an introduction to the project, clarification about information that 

had previously been sent to the boys, and finalising consent. This was followed by a survey to 

obtain the baseline levels of connectedness between group members. 

The second session involved the boys participating in a series of icebreaker activities designed 

to encourage boys to interact with other members of the group they did not really know. 
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Activities were based around forming strong first impressions and sharing short snippets of 

personal information with each other. Examples included favourite sporting team and holiday 

destinations, dream bucket list activities, a challenge they had to overcome, and someone they 

look up to and why. 

The third session was designed to assess boys’ identity within the group. Boys were split into 

smaller groups of five. In these smaller groups, boys re-shared their examples from Session 2 

and elaborated about why each example they shared was important to them. Boys wrote down 

what they found easy and more difficult to share. At the end of the session, the boys were given 

a second survey to measure any changes in connectedness up to this point. 

In the fourth session, the boys viewed a video of the 2018 Head Prefect’s first full Senior School 

speech, based on his family’s story of hardships they have overcome. Boys completed a 

reflection activity and then a group discussion was conducted to assess their understanding of 

why they think the Head Prefect delivered this particular speech. The power of stories was 

reinforced through this activity and boys reflected on what type of information they wanted to 

share in their story.   

In sessions five and six, the boys were involved a self-reflection activity. They were tasked with 

documenting examples of pivotal moments in their lives that they thought influenced the way 

they lived. Examples from staff were shared to inspire the boys. They then spent time 

researching and writing their family story or their story. The boys were tasked with writing a 

speech that they would share with their small group in the final session. 

The final session involved the boys sharing their stories. Each student presented their story to 

their small group. A final survey was conducted at the conclusion of the story sharing to assess 

changes in connectedness between group members. Follow up one-on-one interviews were 

conducted to gauge each student’s experience throughout the project and discover student 

learnings. 

Data Collection 

In addressing the research question in this project, we collected qualitative and quantitative data 

as both types of data provide unique pieces of information. Quantitative data were collected 



7 

through the use of Google Survey Forms before, during, and at the completion of the project to 

measure change in connectedness. Qualitative data were collected by way of survey 

questionnaires, photographs, video, observation notes, focus groups and interviews.  

 

Previous research (Grotevant and Cooper in Karcher, 2011) on the area of connectedness 

suggests “connectedness involves interactions that link the self to others” (p.44). To this end, 

questionnaires and interviews, in particular, provided information in the boys’ own language, 

giving the boys opportunities to describe any changes in their connectedness towards their 

peers throughout the action. In order to measure connectedness between group members we 

found the interviews, surveys and observations to be most useful. Using multiple data sources 

collected at various points in time gave us an opportunity to polyangulate the data and thereby 

increase the reliability of the information gathered (Mertler, 2017).  

The Analysis 

Within the analysis, it was important to establish common themes around connectedness based 

on previous research (Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, Patusky & Bouwsema, 1993, p. 293). Through our 

analysis, clear themes emerged which helped capture the essence of the boys’ connectedness.  

We were particularly interested in the boys ‘definition of connectedness and words they used to 

describe what a connection looked and felt like. The boys’ journals were reviewed in 

chronological order to identify changes in language that reflected greater understanding of 

connectedness and how to achieve it. 

Discussion of Findings 

Through data analysis, we identified four main recurring factors that influenced connectedness: 

proximity, social interaction, information sharing, and empathy. These processes allowed for 

relationships to form or be fostered and subsequently for deeper and more meaningful stories 

and information to be shared. This created emotional connections, respect for one another and 

connection through empathy and understanding of one another. 
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Figure 1: Factors Affecting Connectedness 

 

● Connectedness was influenced by proximity, however this was limited without 

interaction.  

● Social Interaction for the boys was based on verbal and non-verbal behaviour, where the 

level of engagement was usually low.  

● Information sharing activities over time led to improved relationships. The boys noted 

that this developed greater respect, trust, and understanding between each other, which 

allowed them to feel comfortable to share “their” meaningful stories. 

● The sharing of information and ultimately the sharing of their story took place as an 

evolutionary process through the growth of connection and resulted in the boys 

understanding and gaining empathy for one another.  

Proximity 

Proximity was identified as a common factor of connection. We defined proximity as being in an 

environment where there is definite opportunity to interact. 
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From our initial survey, the boys who had the strongest connections with others stated that they 

were regularly in close proximity with the other and usually across multiple school activities. 

Contrary to this, many boys indicated they had no connection with their peers despite spending 

several years in the same House and Tutor group together. This highlighted to us that proximity 

can have an effect on connectedness; however, it is limited without interaction. 

Social Interaction 

Social interactions throughout the project led to a small increase in connectedness as indicated 

through the survey results. The boys had no difficulty engaging in icebreaker style activities 

throughout the project. We identified the session on making a good first impression as an 

important milestone in having the boys engage socially. Several boys with no connection with 

certain peers prior to the project attributed participating or interacting in the “connectedness 

sessions” as a reason for their new connection with that peer. Boys were able to find common 

interests and build familiarity through working in small group environments during the project. 

While this social interaction was important in fostering connectedness, we found that boys 

needed more substantial and meaningful ways to engage to former deeper connections. 

Activities that forced boys to talk with each other on topics that interested them throughout the 

project appeared successful in building social connections. Some boys commented in surveys 

that engaging in “banter” was an example of how they connected with peers. The boys that felt 

they had strong connections with others prior to the intervention had confidence in their body 

language, facial expressions, tone, where the boys sat, acknowledgement of other boys through 

eye contact, and the volume and types of conversations occurring.  

Information Sharing 

The increased levels of connectedness reported by the boys can be attributed to the sharing of 

particular styles of stories throughout the project. Several boys described “sharing banter” as a 

reason for their increased connectedness. Whilst the subject matter discussed during this part of 

the action may be seen as quite shallow, when the storyteller was asked to explain why parts of 

their story were important to them, the results showed the listeners were very interested in 

hearing this aspect. The sharing of the “why” was a significant factor in boys connecting and 
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developing a greater understanding of one another. One particular student attributed the 

discussion of their “bucket list” and why it meant so much to them as having an impact on their 

connectedness. This finding supports Shulze’s (2014) research about the importance of having 

meaningful connections throughout adolescence.  

Watching and reflecting on the inaugural address of the Head Prefect where he referred to the 

struggles of his grandparents and the lessons they had learnt was an important aspect of our 

project. From the group discussion, it was evident that boys had a good insight into how sharing 

powerful and meaningful stories builds connection with the listener. The Head Prefect possessed 

significant social capital and we observed the boys had a breakthrough moment in documenting 

their family history or important aspects of their lives after watching his speech. If this project 

was to be repeated, we believe that the involvement of an influential student leader is critical to 

provide enhanced student commitment to the process. 

Understanding and Empathy  

The final survey highlighted that connectedness between the boys significantly increased after 

the final action of sharing their personal narrative. The group observations and final interview 

were critical in identifying the key aspects of the action that were effective.  

The boys exceeded our expectations in the final action when sharing their personal narrative and 

reinforced the importance of the plan we followed in building the group rapport through 

building proximity, social interaction, being comfortable sharing information, and allowing the 

boys to reach a point where they can empathise with others. The observations showed boys 

were deeply engaged with each other and often encouraged their peers to find the courage to 

share their story. One student stated: 

He was previously just a guy I knew from my dorm at Glengarry. He didn’t want 

to share his story and took him 10 minutes to get the courage, he wasn’t 

planning on sharing it but he did, everyone was quiet and was listening, everyone 

felt sad and more sympathetic towards him. 

Research shows that men often had few or no people in their social networks whom they trusted 

to share their feelings with, despite often wanting too (McKenzie, 2018). This project has broken 
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down this barrier and has shown that adolescent males will share difficult aspects of their lives 

given the right supportive structured environment. 

In order to increase the depth and strength of connectedness, boys need to feel comfortable and 

to share more personal information about themselves to increase the listeners’ knowledge of 

them. One student stated: “I got closer to him and learnt how his life works and what his family 

believe and it was cool that he opened up on something that was quite personal.” Another student 

wrote: “Previously I did rugby with him, now the relationship has changed, deeper connection as 

we know more about his past and everyone else why they are who they are.”  

Many stories shared were very powerful and moving.  The boys who shared the most personal 

and meaningful stories evoked the greatest changes in connectedness.  This aspect of our 

research also clashes with social theories of gender and sex role theory that explain that men 

seeking support or discussing emotions goes against male role expectations that emphasise 

strength and emotional restraint.  

From the analysis of our data we identified that in order to develop a deep, strong, and high 

level of connection with another, an individual must engage in a cyclical path of verbal, non-

verbal, and emotional connections. All stages are necessary but not sufficient as a stand-alone 

activity for a boy to experience connectedness with their peers. 

Conclusion and Implications for Practice 

This action research project was able to successfully increase connectedness amongst a group of 

Year 10 boys through the process of story sharing activities. We identified four factors that 

influenced connectedness through storytelling: proximity, social interaction, information sharing, 

and empathy. Boys explaining the meaning behind their story and why it was important for 

them to share it was a significant finding in our project and led to an increase in connectedness. 

There is a difference between knowing things about someone and knowing someone. Whilst the 

project did not necessarily foster better friendships, it did appear to form greater connections 

and understanding between group members. As one student mentioned, “sharing personal 

stories, makes us feel as though we know each other better (not better friends), to have a 

deeper understanding and more connected.” Moments of vulnerability shared willingly and 
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heard respectively by Year 10 boys enabled a deep experience of being known and understood, 

essentially facilitating connection through empathy. 

The significance of our project comes from the notion that connectedness leads to 

psychological wellbeing (Schulze 2014). As teachers, we often presume a level of connection 

between boys based on interests and time spent in class. One of our initial and most surprising 

findings was the lack of connection between boys in our group. We presumed that the boys 

would have had close connections after spending four years together in the same Tutor Group, 

House, and school. This was not the case and hence the need arises for teachers to take an 

active approach in fostering connectedness with the aim of increased well-being amongst boys. 

Failure for boys to truly connect may result in considerable negative behavior associated with 

bullying and social isolation that can lead to anxiety and associated mental health issues. 

Limitations for our project included having a small sample size, the conclusions we have made 

are based on the observations of 30 boys involved in the project. The short time-frame of the 

project and cyclical nature of action research means that further follow up would ideally take 

place after the project. The project focused on the experience of a particular group of Year 10 

boys and this may not be reflective of other high school boys. 

Assisting boys in finding motivation and purpose in their lives through researching what was 

important to them and their family was another motivating factor in this project. The measuring 

of this was outside the scope of our project but will be an interesting follow up through the 

cyclical nature of action research.  

In summary, the boys exceeded our expectations in sharing their stories with each other, but this 

took time to reach a point where they were comfortable to share. The gradual and structured 

processes of sharing stories over time was essential and allowed for relationships to be fostered, 

which in turn led to opportunities for deeper and more meaningful stories to be shared. This 

created emotional connections through building respect and understanding of one another, 

essentially connection through empathy.   

Reflection Statement 
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This action research project has given us a greater understanding of how to better educate boys. 

The insights gathered on how the group of boys we were working with were able to build 

connections through story telling has inspired us to share our findings within the school 

community and to wider audiences. We aim to expand upon our research project and introduce 

the program we created to the entire Year 10 cohort later this year. The opportunity to be a part 

of the International Boys’ Schools Coalition has been a very rewarding experience. It has allowed 

us the opportunity to collaborate with teachers from a number of other countries and gain 

valuable insights to complement our practice. We would like to thank and acknowledge the 

efforts of our IBSC supervisor Trish Cislak and school supervisor Dr. Caitlin Munday, whose 

support and guidance over the past year has been invaluable.  
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