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[bookmark: _Toc228372742]Executive Summary 
This evaluation explores teachers’ perspectives on the impact and effectiveness of The Linking Network’s Schools Linking programme during the 2024/25 academic year. Drawing on 664 teacher survey responses collected across three points in the year from over 200 schools, the findings provide strong evidence that Schools Linking successfully promotes social connection, confidence in contact, understanding across difference, and positive pupil development. The programme is widely viewed by teachers as highly valuable, both educationally and socially, with impacts extending beyond pupils to teachers, families, and wider communities.
Key Findings
1. Schools Linking significantly increases pupils’ opportunities to interact across difference
At the start of the programme, fewer than a quarter of teachers believed their pupils had meaningful opportunities to interact with children from different backgrounds. By the end of the programme, over 84% of teachers reported that Schools Linking had successfully created these opportunities. Teachers consistently highlighted that structured exchanges, virtual meetings, and face-to-face visits enabled children to engage positively with peers they would otherwise never meet.
2. The programme strengthens pupils’ confidence in contact
Teachers reported substantial growth in pupils’ confidence when interacting with unfamiliar peers. By Time 3, 86.7% of teachers strongly agreed that pupils were more comfortable mixing with others from different backgrounds. Teachers described children becoming increasingly willing to communicate, share ideas, form friendships, and participate in unfamiliar social situations. Many pupils who were initially nervous or hesitant became noticeably more self-assured over time.
3. Schools Linking improves understanding of different lives, communities, and experiences
One of the strongest findings was the marked increase in pupils’ understanding of others. At the beginning of the programme, only 15.9% of teachers believed pupils had a good understanding of the lives and experiences of children from different backgrounds. By the end of the year, this rose to 78.1%. Teachers consistently reported that pupils developed curiosity, respect, and appreciation for different cultures, religions, and communities.
4. The programme effectively challenges stereotypes and misconceptions
Schools Linking plays an important role in reducing misconceptions and breaking down stereotypes. At the outset, over 80% of teachers believed pupils held some misconceptions about people from different backgrounds. By the end of the programme, 60% of teachers believed pupils no longer held these misconceptions. Teachers described pupils recognising shared interests and values, developing more inclusive attitudes, and moving from uncertainty to acceptance and understanding.
5. Friendship formation and meaningful social connection are central strengths of the programme
Teachers repeatedly identified friendship-building as a core mechanism through which Schools Linking achieves impact. Pupils expressed excitement about meeting new friends, sustaining communication, and maintaining relationships beyond the programme itself. Teachers reported that repeated interactions and structured activities helped children develop genuine social bonds, creating a sense of belonging and inclusion.
6. Schools Linking has particularly strong benefits for quieter pupils 
Teachers highlighted especially positive outcomes for quieter, shy, or less confident pupils, many of whom exceeded expectations in their willingness to participate and communicate. 
7. Teacher training and programme resources are highly valued
The Schools Linking training programme was consistently described as informative, engaging, supportive, and confidence-building. Teachers reported increased confidence in leading Linking activities and supporting pupils to engage across difference. The programme resources, lesson plans, and facilitator support were widely praised for enabling successful implementation and sustaining teacher engagement throughout the year.
8. Social action activities increase pupils’ sense of agency and community responsibility
Social action emerged as a particularly impactful element of the programme. Teachers reported that pupils developed a stronger sense of empowerment, responsibility, and belief that they could make a positive difference in their communities and the wider world. Activities such as environmental projects, community support initiatives, and intergenerational work helped pupils develop empathy, belonging, and civic awareness.
9. Further strengthening empathy and listening skills: While teachers strongly recognised improvements in confidence, understanding, and social skills, the perceived impact on empathy and listening skills was less pronounced than other outcomes. Although many teachers observed positive changes in these areas, fewer identified empathy development as a major impact compared with confidence or understanding across difference. This suggests an opportunity to strengthen programme activities and teacher training materials that explicitly develop active listening, perspective-taking, and deeper empathetic engagement, or explain the impact linking has on these abilities.
Recommendations: The findings demonstrate that Schools Linking is a highly effective programme that delivers measurable social, emotional, and educational benefits for pupils and teachers. To build on this strong foundation, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Continue expanding opportunities for structured interaction and face-to-face engagement within Schools Linking, as these are central to programme success.
2. Further strengthen activities focused on empathy, listening skills, and reflective dialogue to deepen interpersonal understanding.
3. Consider developing differentiated training pathways for experienced and new Linking teachers to sustain engagement and progression.
4. Enhance support for teacher partnerships and communication between linked schools.
5. Continue providing financial and logistical support for visits, transport, and technology to reduce barriers to participation.
6. Explore more accessible and flexible approaches to family engagement, particularly through digital communication and embedded school routines.
7. Sustain and expand social action opportunities, given their strong impact on pupil agency, community identity, and emotional development.
Schools Linking successfully fosters meaningful social connection, reduces misconceptions, broadens pupils’ understanding of others, and supports inclusive attitudes and confidence across difference. The programme is widely regarded by teachers as transformative, memorable, and highly valuable for both pupils and schools.
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