
 

 

Character matters ….. Character assessment …….. Character building? 

This article is not an academic validation or a research study, more an attempt to demonstrate 

what is involved in a high quality residential course. It uses 3 sources: 

 The Jubilee Centre for character and virtue: http://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/  

 Nicky Morgan: Taught Not Caught: Educating for 21st Century Character   

  John Catt Educational 

 Oxfordshire Outdoors provision 

Picture this….. 

A distant memory from an early career residential to a N Wales centre….   

It’s a typically wet November morning, the rain sweeps through in 

ever increasing waves. We on a multi pitch climbing day, perched on 

the first belay of Pulpit Route, Milestone Buttress. Full waterproofs 

and big leather boots, here we go. Reaching up to gain access to the 

slab, I can’t help but notice the torrent of water that flows inside one 

cuff and partially exits my waterproof at the waist, the rest finds its 

way into the trousers……. ‘Remind me why we are doing this?’ I ask, 

‘because its character building’ came the direct reply, followed by a 

chuckle …..I’m trying to think how best to explain this to the 3 

teenagers who will follow …… 

The phrase must have been something special, it’s stayed with me 

throughout countless ‘character building’ adventures and, years later, I’m still searching for a true 

meaning ……. 

My current view? It’s the glue that binds together the components that form the high quality 

adventure based courses we deliver within Oxfordshire Outdoors. Simple enough, or is it? Let’s 

have a look. 

The Jubilee Centre: 4 domains of virtue: 

Moral Virtue the ability to make choices that uphold the good for ourselves and our 

communities 

Civic Virtue the virtues that enable us to live successfully and harmoniously in groups, 

communities and societies 

Intellectual Virtue the virtues that enable us to solve intellectual problems and become more 

technically skilful 

Performance Virtue virtues such as resilience that enable us to get things done 

Nicky Morgan: character traits that enhance us as people: 

http://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/


 

 

Persistence  the ability to work with others 

Humility in the joy of success  

Resilience  in the face of failure 

Self-aware playing an active role in communities 

Selflessness and 

self-discipline 

Playing a full role in society 

 

Oxfordshire Outdoors: High quality residential outdoor education …… 

Oxfordshire Outdoors comprises 3 centres: Kilvrough Manor, Gower; Woodlands, Black Mountains 

and Yenworthy Lodge, N Exmoor. The Service, previously owned by Oxfordshire County Council, is 

managed by the Groundwork South Trust.  

As Service Lead, I know that in Oxfordshire 

Outdoors we have a skilled staff committed to 

delivering a high quality experience to our visiting 

groups. We use a range of inspiring and real 

environments for our courses, this is important as it 

allows for the challenge and ‘wow’ factor we seek 

to inject into our courses. 

So what is it that we offer our schools, that 

encourages a welcome return year on year?  

Snapshots 

Below I have described some generic student based scenarios, applicable to any age, that are 

typical of what we see at an Oxfordshire Outdoors Centre. Some are deliberately left open ended, 

so, if you were the visit leader what would you do?   

Have a look and see how/where/if any of the character descriptors fit:   

The group arrives at the Centre, full of excitement. The induction briefing delivers the school’s 

aims and course expectations; each participant will be challenged to take personal and collective 

responsibility for all aspects of the course; with an emphasis on: 

 Being sensible, responsible & staying 
safe 

 Treating others fairly and  politely  

 Supporting each other through 
challenge and adversity 

 Respecting each other’s living space and 
property 

 Valuing and respecting the environment 
around you 

 Developing the core skills required for 
successful teams 

 Being organised and on time 

 Working hard and being resilient 

 Being healthy ; sleeping well and  
 

Learning is  FUN 

 



 

 

Working to the school defined aims, plus the above 

 The group are asked to define how they will set and  maintain the social standards 

necessary to achieve a high standard of social cohesion  

 
Bedrooms are a collective responsibility to keep clean and tidy and make their own beds 

  A student has never made a bed before and is completely unaware of how to do this. A 

room mate offers to help ….. 

 

Meals follow a family service, with participants 

responsible for serving each other, clearing and laying 

tables ready for the next course 

 At home a student doesn’t have meals at 

the table and needs to be coached through this new 

experience. The table group agree how they will serve 

each other and clear away after each meal 

 

Organising personal clothing, waterproofs, boots, rucksacks (and equipment) is an individual 

responsibility, with groups responsible for their own group areas 

 A student can’t seem to organise clothing. This is observed by a teacher, who asks 

another student to be ‘buddy’ and guide/help as necessary 

 A student has ‘lost’ the waterproofs they were issued with. They are coded, but can’t 

be found ……. 

Each day informs the planning for the next, so that progress and development is incremental. 

Centre and visiting staff meet to discuss for individuals and groups; overall progress;  social and 

emotional wellbeing; concerns; successes 

 One group has been experiencing barriers 

to success. They are asked to work out why 

and use this to set a realistic target for the 

coming day, which they will test out ……..as 

the day progresses it becomes clear they 

are making progress …… 

Activity group meetings are held each morning and are 

used to set personal and group aims for the day, 

encouraging individuals to describe their views on the day ahead as well as looking back on 

cumulative progress to date 

 Students are delegated the responsibility for being in their meeting room on time, 

each morning ……. 

 The centre tutor asks students to highlight what they feel about the day’s activity and 

how they might use their progress to date to help…… 

 One student is really nervous about the activity and says so in the meeting. Others rally 

round to offer support …… 



 

 

 

Activity sessions are adventure based and last a 

whole day. This allows for differentiation and 

progression, with opportunities for continuous 

review and reflection. Everyone is encouraged to 

face the challenge …….support each through…….and 

celebrate success 

 A student is struggling with the 

physical element of the activity. The rest of the group 

are quietly steered into offering realistic support, 

with a couple offering physical support……. 

 A student is struggling with a technical element.  A peer offers to help ’coach’ ….. 

 This student is seen as a low achiever in school, but has tasted success …….and now 

knows what it feels like …….and can pass this on to peers 

 It’s another cold, wet and windy November. The group are on a canoe journey in 

challenging conditions. A number of the group are tired but they know they can 

succeed, so they chivvy themselves along …… 

 It’s the first time students have seen the sea change with the tide and they are taken 

aback by the view ….. 

One of the important factors in these scenarios is the level of intervention, when and by whom, as 

this will determine ‘ownership of the actions and what follows. A classic example is the parent 

who contacts the centre to say on return the child demonstrated how to put on a quilt cover and  

keep a bedroom tidy by organising clothes, often described as a breakthrough moment! 

So the level of intervention is important, you will need to factor into your planning the extent of 

your own actions on the course.  

The above is a simple exercise, but one which makes a serious point.   

Hopefully the scenarios provide a taster of what is possible and how as a course organiser you can 

influence and build the ethos of your course.  

An Oxfordshire Outdoors course weaves together the fabric, structure and content of the week, 

using the residential and activity elements as the 

medium for doing this.  

 

From the outset we encourage course organisers to 

work with their groups to monitor and check 

against their course aims, in turn discussing 

progress and options to solve the ‘trickier’ 

moments. Equally we encourage school staff not to 

step in straight away and ‘do’, as students need to 

experience the emotions and feelings of more 



 

 

challenging situations. Working out and testing solutions is part of the process, as is experiencing 

the success or failure that follows. 

Our aim is to achieve a 3 way partnership between centre and visiting staff and importantly with 

the students themselves. Every week centre and visiting staff engage with their groups; modelling, 

challenging, questioning, guiding, supporting, empathising all to achieve a powerful and high 

quality learning partnership. Importantly teachers can 

take this back to school and build on it. As each course 

unfolds we witness a quality of personal development 

that is so often referred to anecdotally by leaders, 

teachers, parents as ‘a changed person’ – it’s a 

powerful statement.  

Our experience tells us that teachers coming to our 

centres are committed to growing and developing 

their groups. Maybe not all will have analysed or referenced the ‘character’ traits, but they are 

delivering all the same. For Oxfordshire Outdoors our challenge is to raise awareness of how this 

work might be continued when back in school. What is interesting is that schools are increasingly 

identifying resilience as a core theme, so maybe the recognition is growing and particularly that 

our contribution becomes more significant and relevant to their school curriculum and ethos.  

We don’t expect visiting staff to be expert in the activities and we always find a way round any 

elements that might pose a problem. However, by being there they witness first-hand the 

intensity of the experience, especially the feeling of success when it all works out. This results in 

really powerful shared experiences and the opportunity to create strong relationships, invaluable 

back in the classroom.  

Summary 

This is a very brief snapshot of what we do. We don’t teach character, as stated earlier it’s the glue 

that binds the course together. 

The KEY element lies in convincing students that they can be successful; that coping when things 

don’t work out is a valuable experience; that the skills, 

attributes and learning developed during a course are 

transferable to everyday life. The other KEY element is 

the partnership between centre and visiting staff, this is 

equally crucial. When this happens the learning 

becomes embedded and we often receive comment 

from teachers and parents recognising this and the 

direct benefits it brings.  

If an Oxfordshire Outdoors course can help raise this 

awareness of these character traits, then it’s a job well done and a successful outcome …….but it’s 

not a time to stand still. For us it’s a starting point, continuing to look at how we identify, analyse, 



 

 

include, improve and articulate more clearly how our courses contribute to the character agenda. 

It’s our latest Service challenge. 

You will note I stress high quality, so to finish with, some important questions to help course 

organisers:  

 Do you clearly define the benefits of your residential experience? When? How? Who to? 

Who for? 

 Are you defining your course aims before you travel? Who with? What happens next? Are 

they met? 

 Are you identifying the components of a high quality experience? Do you work with your 

provider to ensure these are included in your course? Does your current provider deliver?  

A final author comment, there’s no such thing as bad weather ………but dry and sunny is probably 

a staff favourite! 

 

Kevin Jackson 

Service Lead 

Oxfordshire Outdoors 

kevin@oxfordshireoutdoors.co.uk  
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