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The healTh and wellbeing of boys, 
as well as girls, are matters rarely off the 
educational agenda, and substantial thought 
and resources have been devoted to them 
over the years, yet we still appear to be fail-
ing to meet the needs of our children, par-
ticularly boys, in our current education sys-
tem. More than that, we appear to be failing 
at a time when the burden of responsibility 
for the emotional and social education of 
our children is shifting from the family to 
the school. Worse still for our boys, we in 
western society have lost some of the most 
significant emotional and social educational 
tools – initiation and rites of passage. 

As Franciscan priest and spiritual writer, 
Richard Rohr, put it in ‘Boys to men: redis-
covering rites of passage for our time,’ ‘It 
seems that it is only the recent West that has 
deemed it unnecessary to “initiate” young 
men. Otherwise, culture after culture felt that 
if the young man were not introduced to “the 
mysteries,” he would not know what to do 
with his pain and would almost always abuse 
his power. It looks like they were right.’

Coming at rites of passage from a socio-
logical rather than a spiritual perspective, 
Lisa Graham McMinn, an associate profes-
sor of sociology at George Fox University 
in Oregon, has observed that obtaining a 
driver’s licence is about the only surviving 
rite of passage we all undertake. ‘Modern 
societies tend to grant privileges according 
to years lived rather than rites of passage per 
se – ritual ceremonies that determine one is 
responsible, tied into a larger community, 
and ready for the rights and responsibilities 
of adulthood,’ Graham McMinn points out 
in Sexuality and Holy Longing: Embracing 

intimacy in a broken world. ‘With the 
exception of obtaining a driver’s licence, 
the rights, privileges and responsibilities of 
adulthood are usually achieved by reaching 
certain birthdays rather than by successfully 
making one’s way through a series of train-
ing, preparing and testing rituals.’

Rites of passage are, however, slowly re -
emerging in the West as a vehicle for helping 
develop healthy young men and women. At 
present there are a number of exciting ini-

tiatives in Australia which provide rites of 
passage for boys, but involvement in such 
programs often relies upon a significant 
adult male in their lives initiating the par-
ticipation. 

Experience as secondary school teachers 
has taught us that there are a large number 
of boys without a significant adult male to 
call them on such a journey, but also that 
within the school context and with the sup-
port of caring male teachers such an essen-
tial experience can be brought to the boys 
of our nation.

It’s the role of men to act as guides for 
boys searching for what it means to be a 
man, the best man they can become. That 
understanding led to the creation of what 
we called the Rite Journey.

The Rite Journey framework
One of the most important and indeed 
unique aspects of the Rite Journey is the sig-
nificance placed on ceremony and celebra-
tion throughout the year as boys undertake 
the transition to men. The experience of 
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boys is deeply enriched by offering symbol-
rich ceremonies to celebrate their journey. 

In order to provide a relevant and mean-
ingful rite of passage we read widely. We 
also sought advice from Indigenous elders 
who lamented the dissolving of the initia-
tion processes in their own culture. Their 
advice was to avoid borrowing elements 
from other traditions and to create a rite of 
passage program that came from our own 
hearts. After much further reading and dis-
cussion we decided to base our program on 
the seven steps of the hero’s journey: the 
call; the threshold or departure; the follow-
ing, involving mentors and guides; the chal-
lenges; the abyss, involving getting lost; the 
return; and the homecoming.

These seven stages frame the ceremonies 
and celebrations that occur throughout the 
year. Each ceremony or celebration acknowl-
edges the passage, the emphasis being to 
honour the process and the boys’ experi-
ences as they undertake that p assage.

Some ceremonies are held at school, while 
others occur at specially-chosen local land-

marks which are meaningful to the students 
and represent some form of connection with 
things beyond school.

The Rite Journey content
In determining how a program would look 
we sought to understand the historical and 
contemporary contexts of rites of passage, 
but also considered how different series of 
training, preparing and testing rituals might 
set boys on the path to a responsible and 
respectful adulthood. 

Richard Fletcher, the first manager of the 
Boys To Fine Men Program of the Family 
Action Centre at the University of Newcastle, 
suggests that schools need to develop a more 
holistic approach to boys’ education. According 
to Fletcher, writing in ‘The wellbeing of boys,’ 
this education should occur ‘through changes 
to the curriculum and school structure – by 
addressing key health issues for boys such as 
risk taking, social disengagement, poor nutri-
tion and homophobia.’

Over the past four years we’ve created a 
structure to do exactly that. Working in co-

educational schools, we recommend that stu-
dents be divided into single-sex classes for a 
number of lessons in Year 9, which is when 
the Rite Journey is delivered by same-gender 
teacher-guides. We’ve also managed structural 
changes that have allowed the same-gender 
teacher and class to be together for up to 10 
lessons a week, in subjects including Health 
and Physical Education, and English. This 
creates opportunities for teachers to explore 
issues that arise in a variety of learning situa-
tions using a variety of different media.

Some of the topics covered in the curricu-
lum of the program are: personal biography; 
gender identity and construction; feelings 
and beliefs; love, relationships and sexuality; 
anger, bullying, depression and violence; risk 
taking; stillness, meditation and relaxation; 
communication; and mentoring. These topics 
are explored in a variety of activities includ-
ing a solo experience, adventure camps, 
world drumming, rock and water, journal 
writing, mentoring, major projects, talking 
sticks and juggling. Each of these activities 
work together to create a whole-year journey 
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in which boys are able to uncover some of 
the mysteries of adulthood.

connectedness and mentoring
Numerous studies into teenage health 
and wellbeing over the past decade have 
attempted to identify key protective factors, 
and found one of the most significant factors 
is connectedness. Michael Resnick from the 
Adolescent Health Program at the University 
of Minnesota, Minneapolis, for example, con-
ducted a study of 12,000 adolescents from 
80 high schools across the United States that 
found that ‘young people who have a feeling 
of connectedness with parents, family and 
school have lower levels of smoking, drinking, 
other drug use, suicidal thinking, risky sexual 
behaviour and exposure to violence.’

Given the importance of connectedness 
we’ve built strong connection points between 
the students, teacher, parents or care-givers, 
other mentors and peers into the program. 

A mentoring program brings together 
individual students and same-gender adult 
mentors, each of whom support and guide 
their student in an area of interest outside 
of school time. Selected by the family, the 
mentor and student meet for 18 hours dur-
ing the year to work on a project where the 
ostensible focus is on learning and refin-
ing a skill with the hope that this practical 
interaction will enable the development of a 
deeper emotional relationship between the 
two. The student records his experiences 
in a journal and, at the end of the year, is 
required to present the fruits of the time 
spent with his mentor.

Opportunities are also provided for 
strengthening the bond between the boys and 
their fathers or male caregivers. Breakfasts, 
overnight camps and special ceremonies are 
used to assist in this process.

The boys themselves are also encouraged 
to be mentors. Year 9s learn about how 
young children learn to read and are given 
the skills to assist learner readers with their 
reading. They’re then buddied with a junior 
student whom they meet once a week. This 
mentoring activity draws upon the maturity 
of Year 9 boys.

Students say the Rite Journey helps them 
by ‘unlocking a piece of myself,’ ‘ by teach-
ing us important stuff but also making it 
fun.’ Students describe it as life changing.

The Rite Journey was developed as a 
response to a clear need for boys, but it’s 
clear that not all girls have a suitable intro-
duction into womanhood either. This, cou-
pled with the demand for providing a part-
ner program for girls, led to the creation of 
the Rite Journey for girls. The celebrations 
and ceremonies can be identical to those for 
boys, but some are quite different. Similarly, 
some of the program content is relevant 
although other aspects are not. 

Just as the needs of boys and girls may 
differ, the diversity of schools and students 
in them mean that any program is likely 
to differ from one school to another. The 
good news is that the curriculum in all 
states and territories enables you to adapt 
programs to suit individual schools, which 
means there’s plenty you can do to for the 
health and wellbeing of boys and girls in 
your school beside watching them get a 
driver’s licence. T
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LINKS: For further information and con-

tact details visit www.theritejourney.com
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