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Abstract 

International Schools Consultancy Research predicts that by 2022 the number of international 

schools will expand to 11,331 and the number of students attending them to 6.2 million 

(Brummitt and Keeling 2013). There are a complex range of feelings that emerge as a 

consequence of mobility, which challenge the sense of self and shape social relations (Zembylas 

2012). These global nomads have spent time in a variety of locations, changing homes and 

friendships, sometimes regularly and having little geographical notion of 'home' (Hayden 2011). 

It could be argued that relationships are vital to sustaining feelings of well-being, security and 

belonging for young people in these exceptional and unusual circumstances. I will argue why 

strong relationships with this cohort of young people are so important. 
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Adaptive and positive development occurs in and with the support of significant relationships 

(Noam et al. 2014). Human beings are naturally relational and learning to relate is part of the 

process of a young person becoming mature (MacMurray 2012). Worrying about other people is 

a tangled, fraught, exhausting affair, especially for teenagers (Bainbridge 2009). Children's 

development between the ages of 11 and 14 is driven by the basic psychological needs to achieve 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness to their peers (Eccles 1999; Coffey 2013). Every adult 

can play a significant role in aiding and guiding in that development. Part of that evolution is 
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relationships, as relating to one another provides what MacMurray (2012) would describe as the 

basic structure within which all human experience and activity falls. If then by education we 

mean learning to be human, it is also learning to relate to other people.  

A global internationally minded citizen is someone who espouses the values of empathy, 

collaboration, and compromise, is committed to the recognition of basic human rights and their 

own responsibility to reduce the inequalities and injustices in the world. Living in diverse 

communities such as international schools goes some way to enable young people to develop 

tolerance and openness to other cultures. International schools can promote effective ways of 

the understanding of others.  

Teaching is one of the foremost of personal relations. Classroom teaching is relational work; 

involving concerted action by the teacher and the student (Lampert 2010). Human beings are 

dependent on the care of others and personal relationships, from acquaintances to the closest 

intimates, have been singled out in classical social theory as fundamental to a secure sense of an 

agentic self, of a place in the social world, and of basic trust in others (Jamieson and Milne 2012). 

Every teacher needs to forge positive relationships with students (Marsh 2012; Busher 2012; 

Noddings 2012). Teachers are human and students appreciate teachers who show through their 

behaviour what kind of person they are and who dare to show their personality and identity as a 

human being (Sanderse 2013). Qualities such as care, trust, support, respect, forgiveness and 

concern for young people are seen by students as key to helping them learn, take risks, engage 

and persevere (Busher 2012; Aldridge and Ala'l 2013; Lampert 2012; Poore 2005; Wentzel 2012). 

Educational philosophers have long known that engaging students in ways of knowing is an 

ethical act and the inquiry of care pushes that ethical act to the fore (Nelson 2013). In education 

the meaning of respect is the awareness that each person has his or her own aspirations, 

viewpoint and takes pride in his or her achievements (Peters 1966). In international schools there 

exists a community of many different and diverse cultures. Good practice involves perspective 
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taking about respectful living, the acceptance of difference, empathy and solidarity. International 

schools are well placed as a starting point to encourage such values in young people.  

Emotional attachment to significant others is a key component of identity development and 

mentors have the potential to expand the opportunities of individuals (McDonald et al. 2009; 

Pearce 2011). Teachers fall into a category which McDonald et al. (2009) describe as informal 

mentors. Mentorship is an intensely complex and multifaceted interpersonal relationship (Xu and 

Payne 2013). We flourish best with a variety of mentors but the most powerful mentors are 

those with whom we are directly in touch (Ayalon 2011). Mentors can provide guidance, 

support, and role modelling and also require patience in dealing with young people who 

experience what Ezra (2003) calls the pressures and anxieties which can come from attending an 

unfamiliar school. For young people whose lives involve moving and changing schools 

frequently, mentorship can be even more important to help them cope with their transient lives 

and the frequent loss which comes from leaving friends and family behind. International schools 

would do well to consider guidance programs which teach their students how to deal with 

frustration, disappointment, change and loss.  

Education plays a critical role in wellbeing and much of an adolescent’s social network is 

embedded in their school (Klimstra et al 2010; Goldin et al 2014). Positive emotional attachment 

to peers and teachers promotes not only healthy social, emotional and intellectual functioning 

but also positive feelings of self-worth and self-esteem, ultimately contributing to a sense of 

community (Martin and Dowson 2009; Coffey 2013). All human beings learn to make a habitat 

when they are socialised into members of a group (Van Den Bouwhuijsen 1995). Feeling related 

to a group which shows affective concern and stability is a fundamental component of 

motivation and essential for well-being and the need to belong (Martin and Dowson 2009; 

Church et al. 2012; Baumeister and Leary 1995). Dorling (2011) adds that being deprived of 

feeling connected to others has the potential to make us mentally ill. Also educators should find 
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ways to infuse agency, as Howard et al. (2009) recommend, so that young people can strengthen 

their self-efficacy, internal motivation and future goal setting in the context of what Fielding 

(2012) describes as an inclusive and caring community. Everyday places that are invested with 

care reflect a sense of pride, commitment and worth not only about the environment but also its 

inhabitants (Prince 2013). In the context of international schooling, there is a need for teachers 

to know their pupils as individuals, improve their relationships with them, and to create 

opportunities for interchange between and among their culturally and linguistically diverse 

students (Langford 2013). Those working closely with students in international schools have an 

opportunity to better serve their students by listening to and working with this unique cohort of 

young people so in turn they can develop the capabilities necessary to flourish as human beings. 

There are opportunities for further research on the interplay between adolescence, belonging, 

social justice and transience in the international schooling context.  
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