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		    PREFACE

				I must admit that I wish all parents who are preparing their daughters for boarding would read this book! Victoria Davies Jones has been meticulous with her research and is not afraid to address the big issues along with the smaller ones. There is a huge amount of wise advice in these pages, steering parents from the earliest stages of contemplating boarding and then choosing a school, right through to the early years of parenting a boarder. Whilst much of the advice is very practical, there is also thoughtful guidance on providing emotional support and on nurturing values, friendships and self-esteem in our daughters. As you can see through these pages, if you put the expertise and experience of boarding staff together with the love and care of parents, then you have a very powerful combination.

				As someone who has seen two daughters through boarding school and who has been a boarding Head for twenty years, my most important advice is always the same: nurture your daughter’s confidence and self-belief and don’t sort every little problem for her. Things won’t always be easy and nor should they be. I often liken this to learning to sail. As parents we want our children to be able to sail through life, enjoying the calm and gentle times but able to cope when things get tough. They won’t learn that if we never let them out of calm waters. A good boarding school teaches children to sail quite brilliantly, relishing the seas and winds when they are gentle, encouraging ambition and courage as they set their course and equipping them to cope even when the wind picks up.

				Claire Oulton

				Head of Benenden and winner of the Lifetime Achievement award at the Tatler School Awards 2013 

			

		

	
		
		  
		    FOREWORD

				How this book came to be written

				As our eldest child neared the end of her prep school education we began to embark on the bewildering process of finding her a senior school. 

				It was nerve wracking and rather exhausting. We discovered the joys of registration, waiting lists and hefty deposits, and as Mark and I trudged round various excellent day and boarding options, we found ourselves on endless mailing lists. Every day another prospectus seemed to arrive in the post. Emotionally, I felt the process was akin to house hunting and although many of the schools were superb and would have been fine for our daughter, we left each one without the overwhelming sense that this was ‘it’. Ten-year-old Sophie rejected one school on the basis that the dormitories smelt of cabbage. At another we found it rather off putting when the registrar told us she used to know my father-in-law, adding “Is he dead now?”, which he was (and is) not! 

				Of course these are minor points and should not perhaps have influenced our decision. Indeed, we were beginning to think that we should stop being so fussy, especially as we were running out of time. Then we stumbled across Sophie’s Granny’s alma mater: a full boarding school for girls - and finally the search was over.

				As we drove up the tree-lined drive towards the mellow bricked mansion which housed the main school, Sophie’s face began to glow. As she listened to the Headmistress talk about building friendships, she was radiant and by the time she’d had the tour, met numerous girls and visited a ‘dorm’ she was adamant that this was where she belonged. My husband and I were impressed with the academic results - and all the extras - and we signed up then and there. We came away feeling elated. Although boarding had not been a foregone conclusion, it seemed that this was Sophie’s destiny. That night, with Harry Potter on her bedside table and Malory Towers under her pillow, she vowed to work as hard as she could to pass her common entrance and gain a place. 

				Triumphantly, I phoned my great friend Louise. “At last!” I crowed, “We’ve done it, we’ve found the right school. Sophie’s happy and dying to board.” 

				There was a brief silence. Louise knows my family very well. “Mmmm,” she said slowly, “Well you’ve still got time. You’ll have to get to work to prepare her and give her more responsibility. Can she change her own bed linen? Does she wash her own hair?”

				I suddenly realised Sophie was nowhere near ready to live independently from me. In my zest to mother her I hadn’t often allowed her the opportunity to do things for herself – the kind of things that she would be expected to know if she was boarding. I realised that I would have to let go of her a little, even before she went off to school and that if I did this, she would find it much easier to settle in.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    INTRODUCTION

				Even if you have boarded yourself, you will almost certainly find that nowadays schools are run differently. In my opinion – and I attended a girls’ day/boarding school - the tone tends to be more informal (no communal showers or enforced letter writing) and this permeates life in the boarding house. Pupils are not so closely monitored and are given more freedom to make their own choices: some schools are relaxed about how often the pupils go home, for instance; or how and when they communicate with their family; what they wear in their free time; and (within reason) what they listen to or watch. The law has changed too. The Department for Education published its latest National Minimum Standards in 2013. Students are now entitled to phone home as and when they want and boarders must be allowed to contact their parents or carers in private if they wish. (This does not prevent schools from operating a sensible system to control the use of electronic devices.) 

				Although all the above may result in a relaxed and pleasant atmosphere, it does mean that boarders have to make more of their own decisions and puts a burden of responsibility on their shoulders. Having said that, there appeared to be a very comprehensive pastoral care system in place at every school I visited. 

				As the mother of a soon-to-be new boarder, I was keen to find out how I could get my daughter ready beforehand. There are some super books on how to look after a child who is already boarding, but I could find very little advice on how to prepare girls who were still at home. I found other parents felt the same way and I realised if I wanted that book I would have to write it myself. 

				In my research, I have chatted to a huge number of staff, girls and parents and I have collected a sizeable archive of advice and anecdotes. I have come to the conclusion that boarding works wonderfully for many people, but is not appropriate for everyone. This book is for parents who have decided that boarding IS the best option for their girls (although I will also look at some of the arguments for and against). It is a guide to preparing your daughter, so that she is confident from the start and can get the most out of the opportunity she’s been given.

				I have tried to mix advice, from the very obvious to the rather more surprising, with anecdotes and verbatim comments from girls, staff and parents. Some topics inevitably crop up under more than one heading. I hope very much that you will feel better armed for what is ahead once you have read this book. I certainly did after researching and writing it.

				Visit prep4online.com to hear Victoria talking about how she came to write this book.

				http://prep4online.com/prepare-your-daughter-for-boarding/
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		    BOARDING FOR GIRLS: A BRIEF HISTORY

				One of the oldest British boarding schools specifically for girls is The Red Maid’s School set up in Bristol in 1634. It was founded by an MP and merchant called John Whitson, who established the school after the death of his three beloved daughters. The school was intended for children of the merchant classes. Its founder stipulated that they should be, ‘Forty poor women children, whose fathers…are deceased or decayed’ and he ordained that the girls ‘..shall go about apparelled in red cloth.’

				The distinctive colour of the uniform may have been linked to a subsidiary business that John Whitson ran, importing dyes. One colour was ‘Bristol Red’, which was often worn by his favourite daughter Bridget. Specifying the colour of the uniform may not only have reminded him of her, but also guaranteed future business for his firm. 

				The Red Maids in those days were taught just two disciplines: sewing and reading. The school still exists (although of course it now has a very extensive curriculum) and only recently stopped taking boarders. The uniform is still red!

				Various other establishments were set up across the centuries, particularly in the late eighteen and nineteen hundreds, when significant numbers of girls’ boarding schools finally lined up alongside the larger numbers of boys’ schools. Unlike the earlier schools, which were often designed with the poor or orphaned in mind, many of the Victorian schools were started by women who were sympathetic to the developing aims of the suffragette movement. Cheltenham Ladies College was one of the first of these, founded in 1854, followed by many others including St Swithun’s in 1883, Wycombe Abbey in 1898 and Downe House in 1907. There was a strong sense of wanting to promote equal opportunity of education for girls.

				Schools like these, and the fun to be had there, were made famous in children’s story books, such as Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers and St Clare’s (Blyton’s own daughters attended Benenden School which was founded in 1923, as a sister school to Wycombe Abbey). 

				Although today’s schools regard themselves as thoroughly modern, many would argue that they have stayed true to their founding principles: of providing a safe environment where girls can receive an all round education and, moreover, an education that is of the same standard, and presenting the same opportunities, as that enjoyed by boys. 

				In 1968 Marlborough College – a traditional public school for boys – opened its doors to admit girls in the Sixth Form. It was the first major public school to take this decision, but over the next two decades many others followed its example. 

				Such was the success of the move that before long girls were being admitted to boys’ schools at every level. Supporters argued that the change brought these schools into line with modern attitudes and provided a more accurate reflection of society. Girls were also seen as a civilising influence and moreover they helped to boost academic results. In turn the girls were able to enjoy superb facilities – boys schools are traditionally better endowed and will still often find their alumni more able to contribute handsomely to school appeals. 

				As a result of the development of co-educational private education, some of the smaller girls’ schools or boarding houses within them were closed down. But single sex boarding continues to thrive and now, although the majority of boarding schools are co-ed, there are still more than 50 girls only boarding schools in the United Kingdom.

				This means there is a huge range of options for girls who wish to board. They can choose from schools which specialise in certain subjects or activities; in cities and in rural locations; mixed day and boarding; co-ed and single sex. 
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				CHAPTER ONE

				THE DECISION TO BOARD

			

		

	
		
			
			  Recently I met a lady at a party who was horrified to learn that I had –as she put it - “sent my daughter away” to board. She explained that she really loved her kids and would never contemplate letting them go. She believed that what she saw as the inevitable emotional damage was something she could not countenance, however excellent the education. I did not feel there was much point explaining why we – as a family – had chosen the boarding route, as this lady was obviously vehemently against it. Perhaps if I had been less than confident about our decision, her words would have stung, but all I could think of was my happy, glowing daughter who loves school and loves coming home and is hugely satisfied with her full and busy life. 

				I have spoken to countless boarders and parents about why they opted for a boarding school education and have received many different answers. I am not an advocate of boarding for everyone per se and later in this chapter I will explore reasons NOT to board – however, for the right child and the right family I believe it can be a wonderful experience.

				The decision-making stage and a weighing up of the various factors which I consider below are themselves part of the process of preparing your daughter for boarding, things you will talk about together as a family. A clear understanding of the benefits and opportunities is vital for every new boarder as is an honest analysis of any potential drawbacks. 

				1. BOARDING: THE ADVANTAGES

				Social development

				There is no doubt that boarding at its best can provide a platform for making friends and helping children to develop socially. The child has to learn to live with people who may come from different cultures and backgrounds. This helps them to develop tolerance and the ability to get on with a wide variety of people.

				Boarders at the schools I have visited (both current and former pupils) have outlined the advantages of spending time with friends and making use of the facilities on site at school together. 

				Old girls I interviewed at a recent reunion said the friendships they had made through boarding were a great source of joy and comfort and had lasted a lifetime. 

				We’ve stayed in touch and supported each other through the milestones – marriages, births and deaths. We’ve laughed and cried together and now even our grandchildren know each other!

				While day schools will of course also offer the opportunity of lifelong friendship, many of my interviewees noted the particular closeness of the bonds they formed living together full-time during the term.

				Another advantage of boarding, particularly for older children, is that it offers a modicum of independence from the family, but within a protected environment. One mother told me she and her husband had become closer to their children because they spend more quality time together and do not argue over the minutiae of daily life.

				I don’t have to nag my girls anymore and we’ve concentrated on having fun together in the holidays. Our relationship has never been better.

				My London friends tell me they appreciate the boarding environment as a safe place where children can be semi-independent without the dangers and temptations that a large city can pose to those of more tender years. 

				Conversely, for a family like ours, living in a rural location, boarding has given our daughter the freedom to spend her leisure time during the term as she chooses, with easy access to a much broader range of activities and stimuli and without being reliant on us to ferry her everywhere by car. 

				In addition to this, some older students have told me that boarding for the sixth form made the transition to university easier, as they already had some experience of living away from home. They felt this gave them an advantage over their contemporaries who had to look after themselves for the first time. 

				Academic development

				There are of course many excellent day schools, where students achieve very high standards. However some families I have spoken to believe that for their children boarding provides a more nurturing environment for academic success. Children who are on site after school hours often have access to staff and resources that are not available to day pupils. Time is not wasted travelling to and from school in the car or on public transport and older students can more easily attend a wide range of lectures and other activities which support and extend what they learn in the classroom. Certainly, published exam results and league tables seem to suggest that pupils from boarding schools often do very well indeed. 

				Sporting and cultural development 

				Another principal attraction of boarding is that your daughter can take full advantage of the wonderful facilities that so many of these schools offer. For children with particular sporting, musical or dramatic talents, the right boarding school can help them to pursue their interests, providing world class facilities and teaching – available at all hours of the day. Pupils can take real advantage of being in school full-time, to attend training or rehearsals at times that may not be convenient within the family context. 

				Our daughter adores being on a campus where she can use the gym or play tennis or meet friends in the café. She also loves the free access to the music school and art rooms - indulging her passion for a huge array of after-school activities.

				Teenagers are able to socialise within their school peer group, but the school will ensure a degree of restraint so that they are not tempted by an endless round of parties and gatherings during term time – which could interfere with their studies. 

				2. MAKING THE DECISION

				Is it right for your daughter?

				Despite the positive points outlined above, before you make the final decision to opt for boarding, do consider whether your child is really suited to life away from home.

				It is obviously your job to make the appropriate choice for your daughter: she cannot be expected to take responsibility for such an important decision. However, her views should be taken seriously. If she is very hostile to the notion of boarding, or if she feels her opinions are being overlooked, she is unlikely to get the best out of the experience – socially or academically. Elizabeth was 11 years old when she was sent to an English school from her home in Switzerland. She was entirely unprepared for the experience and found it deeply traumatic.

				Nobody discussed it with me. My parents only told me I was going to be a boarder at the last minute. At the end of my first day I thought they would come and pick me up. I think I was in shock. 

				Most children, given time and support, will see the benefits of boarding even if they are unsure at first. Of course they are likely to have some reservations, but with careful preparation and some exposure to the school before they start boarding, they should leave home with some positive feelings. As Angela explains,

				I didn’t want to board, but my mother explained I’d have a better education in the UK than at home in Hong Kong. I went to visit the school and it was amazing. I was still nervous, but quite excited too.

				There will always be those for whom boarding does not work out. Katherine, for example, regrets sending her daughter to board. Her husband had loved boarding school and thought it would ‘bring out’ his shy and insecure daughter, but it seemed to have the opposite effect. 

				In retrospect I think my husband wanted to relive his own school days, but Clare never found it easy … and she became terribly withdrawn.

				Despite being unhappy Clare stuck at the school for several years and looks back on it now with a shudder. 

				She still feels phobic about large groups of people, because it reminds her of school. I don’t think I’ll ever get over the guilt of sending her away. I knew it was wrong for her.

				Is it right for the family? 

				Do consider not only the child in question, but also how your decision will affect the dynamics of the wider family. Sometimes financial circumstances dictate that not every sibling will be able to board and parents decide that it is fairer to educate everyone at a day school. There are also families where boarding is not necessarily the best option for the unit as a whole, as in the following examples. 

				Ella would love boarding, but her sister has learning difficulties. We’re keen to keep a strong bond between them… If Ella goes away to school we think she could lose touch with her sister emotionally.

				My ex husband and I are fighting over access to the kids. If they board it will reduce the amount of time we each have to see them. 

				Although our younger daughter might like boarding, her sister is a ‘home body’. We want them to go to the same school – so the day option is what we’ve gone for.

				Is it right for the parents? 

				It is also important that both parents – at least as far as the child is concerned – back the decision to board. 

				I know a family where the father was very keen that his twins should go to his old prep school. He freely admitted it was as much about his own perceived social and cultural identity as the educational requirements of the children. His wife however is American with no experience of the boarding school system. She reluctantly let her boys go away, but was utterly miserable as she couldn’t reconcile herself to life at home without them. Now she feels she inadvertently put her boys in an impossible situation: her constant criticisms of the school left them feeling insecure about the choice that had been made for them. Her son Ethan says they both found it confusing. 

				Mom used to weep when we phoned her. I always felt torn between her and school. She used to visit on ‘in-house’ weekends when parents were meant to stay away – it was embarrassing. 

				Eventually Ethan and his brother were withdrawn from the school. Both of them had mixed feelings about the decision, as they had enjoyed much of what boarding had to offer, but they had felt uncomfortable because they knew their mother was unhappy. 

				If you have considered all the options and have decided that in principle boarding IS the right option for you and your child, then you will need to start looking for the right school. This process – which I found so bewildering - can be made much easier if you know, from the outset, what to look for and what to ask.

				3. WHEN TO START

				This will depend on a number of factors. At one time it was customary for children – particularly boys – to start boarding around seven or eight years old. Nowadays children usually begin a bit later, although there are still some who do board at a very young age, especially those whose parents work in the services or live overseas.

				Many children begin boarding towards the end of their time at prep school in order to acclimatise themselves to boarding before they go on to senior school; then there are the two major intakes to senior school at 11 and 13 years; and finally some pupils will begin boarding in the sixth form, to enjoy the benefits I have outlined above and to prepare themselves for University. Obviously students can start to board at other points too and individual schools have their own policies on this. 

				The advice in the main part of this book is relevant to all girls. However, much of the information it contains was collected from pupils who joined their new school with the 11+ or 13+ intake.

				In Chapter Nine I will look at particular issues that affect those who board at prep School and also those who choose to join in the sixth form.

				Prep4 delivers a range of workshops for children and parents.

				For more information please visit our workshops page at 

			    www.prep4online.com/our-workshops/
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