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FOREWORD





Like people, independent schools come in all shapes and sizes, making it difficult to group them under a single label. While they are sometimes referred to as ‘private’ schools, this term has largely fallen out of use within the sector in the UK owing to the unhelpful connotations of exclusivity and secrecy. The term ‘public school’, once commonly used but always a misnomer to our American friends, has also fallen into abeyance.


Meanwhile, many preparatory schools – traditionally educating boys until age 13 – have been forced to rethink their business models in response to changing times, for example by becoming co-educational and/or educating to the age of 11 only. This process of evolution and reinvention is set to continue, as the market adjusts to the challenges posed by the introduction of 20% VAT on school fees in the UK from January 2025.


School budgets can vary widely, from modest turnovers of a few hundred thousand pounds to fee incomes well north of £50 million in the case of larger boarding schools. But even that pales in comparison to the billion-dollar, for-profit, private-equity-backed education groups that have been scrambling in recent years to buy up schools in the UK and indeed across the world.


International education giants such as Nord Anglia and GEMS Education have set new benchmarks in the field, joined by fast-growing organisations like Cognita, Inspired Education Group, Dukes Education and others. The result has been a dramatic transformation of the UK’s educational landscape. Today’s independent schools are increasingly sleek, professionally managed and expertly marketed; a far cry from the days of the small, eccentric, proprietor-owned or family-run schools – though some wonderful exceptions remain.


Boarding schools are inevitably in intense competition for the limited number of UK-based families able to afford the fees. In response to a dwindling domestic market, these schools have adopted sophisticated global-marketing strategies to attract international students in order to survive – a move that would have been unimaginable just a few decades ago.


Moreover, many prestigious British schools have expanded their influence and soft power by licensing their names to international partners. Their heads and senior leaders now frequently jet off to other continents, further strengthening ties between the original institutions and their growing family of satellite schools.


Meanwhile, political criticism of independent education at home has grown, with the sector facing intense scrutiny over its perceived inequalities. Yet, paradoxically, our liberal British independent education model is widely celebrated abroad and remains a significant export. In this context, leaders of independent schools must not only steer their own place of learning but also be prepared to act as public champions for the sector as a whole.


***


In common with other titles in the A–Z series, Section One is organised around the 26 letters of the English alphabet, with the Asides offering intriguing quizzes for intellectual amusement. Section Two provides a range of resources by way of advice, provocation and reflection.


Guy Holloway is a distinguished educator who knows the independent, international and state education systems very well. His fluency takes the reader on a spirited and highly readable journey from Boarding and God, through Magpie and Oomph, to Xenophilia and Yesteryear.


Enjoy the ride, wherever in the world you teach children and young people. This is truly a book for teachers and leaders in any sector, in any context.


Roy Blatchford, series editor












INTRODUCTION





Independent schools can be remarkable, even magical, places. They transform children’s lives by creating environments where education is truly personalised – tailored to each pupil’s unique needs and talents.And it’s worth noting that over a third of all pupils at independent schools receive some form of fee assistance, with nearly 10,000 pupils across the UK paying no fees at all.


However, no school’s survival is guaranteed in challenging times. At their core, independent schools are businesses, subject like any other enterprise to market forces. Deeply held educational ideals must be balanced with the practical realities of financial sustainability – and yet a wise and compassionate leader understands that not every initiative needs to be profitable. This nuanced interplay between vision and viability lies at the core of all exceptional leadership in independent schools.


This A–Z guide is aimed primarily at leaders within the independent sector, though it may also appeal to professionals in state education – whether they are considering a move to independent schools or seeking a deeper understanding of how the sector operates.


As always, context is key; what works for one school may not suit another. So please pick-and-mix ideas or discard them entirely as they come along! But whether you are grappling with issues of financial sustainability, managing parent relations or leading staff through periods of change, the text offers reflections, advice and, most importantly, encouragement.


Few would dispute the fact that the UK’s education system, despite its strengths, needs reform. We certainly need to attract more high-quality teachers and leaders to our noble profession. A central theme of this book is that independent schools, with their vast collective knowledge and experience of looking at issues from outside the box, have a critical role to play in driving innovation and change.


My hope is that this book will inspire current and future leaders in both sectors to reflect, challenge assumptions and to innovate for the benefit of all children across the UK, now and in the future.


Guy Holloway
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ONE



















A
ADVERTISING





From the wide-eyed wonder of reception to the poignant farewells at the Year 13 leavers’ ball, those of us who work in education are privileged to witness life in all its beauty, fragility and promise.


But alongside this magic lies a cold fact: your independent school is a business. And you are a service provider. Without a steady stream of pupils and parents who believe they are receiving return on investment, the books won’t balance. In recent years, numerous fee-paying schools have closed; today’s economic and political landscape is tougher than ever, and only the most responsive will survive and thrive.




THE NUMBERS DON’T LIE


Even with an outstanding education on offer, a fee-paying school is likely to struggle without an effective advertising culture. The independent schools that flourish today as businesses recognise that a top-notch marketing and communication strategy is as vital as delivering a first-rate service. The two are inextricably linked.







NOT A DIRTY WORD


Let’s reclaim the true meaning of the word ‘advertising’. In education, it should have nothing to do with slick sales patter. The Latin root of the word advertere means ‘to turn towards’ or ‘to direct one’s attention to’. Advertising isn’t just necessary – it’s the lifeblood of the school.


An effective leader instils pride in all staff – teaching and non-teaching – in delivering a premium Rolls-Royce-level service. This pride should extend from answering emails promptly to comforting a young child after a fall. Every interaction with the parent body and wider community is an opportunity to advertise the school’s values. The cumulative effect is that parents notice, talk and spread the word. Your current parents are by far your most powerful ambassadors. Providing personal attention and demonstrating that you know their children as individuals are the surest ways to grow your school. One influential parent can lead to two, five, or more, families enrolling.


From the warmth of the receptionist’s greeting to the pride a security guard takes in welcoming visitors, these small moments leave a lasting impression. Yet, some schools fail spectacularly in this regard. For example, one headmaster’s secretary, known locally as ‘the dragon’, tightly controlled access to the head. Her stern demeanour and unapproachable manner made for amusing gossip but likely contributed to the prep school’s declining numbers.


Successful advertising isn’t about spending exorbitant sums; nor can it compensate for a poor product. It must be woven into the very DNA of the school. A strong public image, a genuine commitment to sharing facilities and expertise, and meaningful community engagement should all be part of the plan.







A PARENT’S JOURNEY


Parents choosing independent education are making one of the most significant financial and emotional investments of their lives. You can’t simply ‘sell’ to them with a generic school video or with the head’s tired pitch about ‘nurturing the whole child’.


A parent engages in careful research, heartfelt conversations and considerable soul-searching. The most successful heads and registrars understand the anxieties associated with every stage of a parent’s journey:




	Awareness: A parent first hears about your school, ideally through word of mouth, but perhaps via a well-placed advertisement, a schools’ fair or even just driving by. At this stage, your online presence matters immensely. Prospective parents will look you up, so check review sites like Mumsnet regularly, and scrutinise your social media.



	Enquiry: The parent reaches out via email, phone or an online form. Make it easy for a parent to do this. Quick, personalised follow-ups are essential. In a small-to-medium-sized school, a warm phone call often works better than an acknowledgement by email. Every interaction should be curated, with details like family dynamics, siblings and hobbies noted for future personalisation.



	Engagement: Parents visit the school for a tour, perhaps attend some lessons or come to an open day. These experiences must be authentic and not a show ‘put on’ for parents. Ideally, every day is run as ‘an open day’ and it therefore matters that displays are tidy, classrooms are well-presented and that adults and pupils move around with cheerful purpose. This is by far your best advertising, so nurture daily the things that make your school a joyful place to be. After the visit, follow up personally, preferably by phone, to strengthen the connection. Seek genuine feedback about the impressions.



	Assessment: Independent schools that pride themselves on being non-selective are adept at designing straightforward and stress-free admission processes that focus on welcoming and valuing the child as an individual. You can be sure that parents will tell their friends about how you’ve handled the process! In a selective school, it is essential that the process is clearly and transparently laid out. Invariably, there will be some kind of entrance test, either in the form of written papers or an online adaptive test. But it is during the interview process that you can truly ‘advertise’ the values of your school. How are visiting children and their parents received at the school? Regardless of the outcome, how do you ensure that visitors have a positive experience? Opinions differ regarding interviews, but inviting parents into the head’s office alongside the child can serve as another opportunity to showcase the school’s ethos.



	Reputation: Before making a final decision, a parent is likely to consult with friends, asking, ‘Have you heard of such-and-such a school? What do you think of it?’ The process of buying education has, for better or worse, a certain social cachet. Some parents are confident enough to choose a school just because they like it. But most will want to have their choice validated by their social circle, confirming that they are doing the right thing, or at least that they are not doing a foolish thing.



	Decision: After deliberation, parents either entrust their child to you or look elsewhere. While the paperwork might resemble a business transaction – complete with terms and conditions, accepting the term’s notice before withdrawal – what’s actually happening is quite different. It is an act of trust that no school leader should ever take for granted. In the days when parents sent in a cheque, I would hold it with a certain humility, keenly aware of what it represented – a parent’s faith that I would nurture and care for their precious child to the very best of my ability. The day one loses sight of this is the day one loses the human touch.






For selective schools, rejecting an applicant requires sensitivity. A tactful rejection letter, offering constructive feedback and keeping the door open for a future application, can turn a difficult moment into a positive experience. On one occasion, we turned a child down, with detailed feedback and a recommendation to another school (with whom we were on good terms). The neighbour then visited with her child, saying, ‘I’d like to enrol my child because I saw the concern you showed for the child next door whom you didn’t accept, so I’d love to know what you do for one you do accept’.







THE HEAD AS BRAND MANAGER


In small-to-medium-sized schools, the head is the face of the brand. Some heads excel at using social media, sharing glimpses of school life, giving a thoughtful online assembly or participating in memorable traditions – like singing Flanders and Swann or jumping into a lake at the end of the summer term! These moments communicate the school’s ethos and get people talking. (You can be sure that parents will share these anecdotes and video clips with friends and family.) Parents want to know who will guide their child’s education and whether the head is approachable, competent and inspirational.


During my own headship, I often sent brief, personal emails to parents following interactions with their children. After chatting with Alice in Year 2 about her new art project, I’d drop a quick note to her parents sharing how delightful our conversation had been. These weren’t fabricated; they were true moments of connection. And I tried to send one such email most days – and, in particular, targeting those shyer, less-ebullient children who might otherwise be overlooked. These genuine gestures of connection built trust and goodwill, but also turned parents into enthusiastic advocates for the school.







WORD OF MOUTH


Word of mouth is the most effective form of advertising. Parents trust recommendations from other parents far more than any brochure or website.


Conversely, disgruntled parents can cause serious damage. A single, well-connected parent can influence several others to reconsider their choices. Addressing concerns promptly mitigates the risk of negative word of mouth. If the worst happens, parting ways with a family respectfully, without ill will and without ego is a skill that heads must develop.







STANDING OUT


In a crowded field, focus on what genuinely sets your school apart. Perhaps you offer something unique or distinctive, like lessons in Sanskrit, a specialist Singaporean maths programme or a quirky tradition that your community cherishes. Lean into these strengths for they are what make your school memorable.


When it comes to pastoral care, show – don’t just tell. Use anonymised, real-life examples to bring your ethos to life: the school refuser who found their way back to the classroom; the painfully shy child who stole the show on stage. Every school will have such stories. And while you’re at it, showcase your inclusive ethos, and evidence how you support personal development and leadership. Parents want to see not just promises but proof.







RESULTS


For very many parents, proven examination success at GCSE and A-level remains the most convincing reason to choose an independent school and is a clear indicator of return on investment. If strong results are your calling card, don’t be shy about leading with them.


Of course, everyone in education knows that the most academically successful schools – state and independent – are also the most selective. But even so, this should not stop a school from celebrating and then using these results to attract more bright children. It is a tried-and-tested formula that works.


Where you can really shine, though, is by showcasing your value-added performance. Even if you aren’t topping the league tables for raw exam results, you might be leading the way in how much progress your students make during their time with you. Value-added data can be a game-changer in marketing campaigns, offering a compelling measure of your school’s impact.







PRACTICAL TIPS




	Maintain a professional, easy-to-navigate website.



	Invest in SEO (search engine optimisation) to boost online visibility.



	Plan memorable, authentic open days.



	Use social media thoughtfully and consistently.



	Engage with the local community and with both national and local media, positioning your school as a centre of educational debate.



	Prioritise attention to detail; a tidy, well-maintained school site speaks volumes.



	Always follow up personally after visits or enquiries, and keep following up.











MEASURING SUCCESS


Always track key metrics like enquiry-to-enrolment ratios and compare year-on-year data. Use customer relationship management (CRM) software or a detailed spreadsheet to keep organised. Analysing this data allows you to refine your strategy and allocate resources effectively. But remember that your advertising budget is only as effective as the quality of your school, and the effectiveness of the follow-through process, right up to the point of enrolment.








FINAL THOUGHTS


Advertising a school is about so much more than flashy campaigns, marketing bumph and online ads. It’s about positioning your school as a forward-thinking, connected and reflective hub of educational thought and debate. What matters is what others say about you – from current and former parents to other heads, other schools and the wider community. Their opinions carry far more weight than any brochure or marketing spiel. It’s about building coherence, trust and authenticity; showing a genuine commitment to doing your best for your students and striving to make the world a better place.


It’s about the small, consistent, everyday moments of communication and impression-making. It’s about showing true care for your students and their families – because they will always be your most powerful and authentic ambassadors.




ASIDE


WHO AM I?




	I am the fictional headmistress of a girls’ boarding school in Cornwall.



	At the beginning of each school year, I invite all the new girls into my office, telling them, ‘I count as our successes those who learn to be good-hearted and kind, sensible and trustable, good, sound women the world can lean on.’



	I have seen many girls grow from mischievous or insecure children into confident, capable young women.



	My school is located by the sea, and the setting plays an important role in the girls’ adventures and personal growth.



	The series in which I appear follows one year group, from first form to sixth form, but I remain a steady and respected presence throughout.
























B
BOARDING





Gone are the days when seven-year-olds were dropped off at the start of term and collected at the end. Gone are the days when enduring boarding school was considered a character-building rite of passage for the British elite. Though, if we’re honest, a whiff of this lingering attitude still permeates a few corners of society, not least among some of the survivors.


Today’s boarding landscape has transformed dramatically. Our schools have reimagined their model entirely and serve as a template for British-style boarding schools across the world. Co-education is now the norm, students stay connected to home via technology (in a controlled way at designated times) and many boarding schools offer flexible options from weekly boarding to regular exeats and flexi-boarding arrangements.


One prep school head, Tom Rogerson, recently shared on social media a stunning photograph of Cottesmore School with the following caption:


The Ides of March well behind us and scholarship season nearly finished, we have started playing cricket already, between the last hockey matches. Summer might as well be here.


The air smells sweet. The daffodils are lighting up the lawns. The mowers are already working overtime. The boys and girls are building dens.


Nothing compares to it.


This vivid writing paints an English boarding school as a pastoral idyll – a Forest of Arden – offering refuge from the pressures facing today’s youngsters. It presents itself as the antidote to a world where parents work excessive hours while children navigate TikTok, harmful online environments and other digital toxins. The head’s values shine through: come children and build dens!


This is independent education in action because while educationalists earnestly discuss curriculum reform, one head can bypass all this with what is truly important: freedom, spontaneity, connection with nature and the magic of childhood. This same small school is known for leading the way on AI – hosting conferences bringing together eminent educationalists and experts. In short, a boarding prep school punching above its weight, at the cutting edge of educational debate, yet not losing sight of what matters most.




TIP


Short, authentic social-media content can be used to showcase your school’s magic effectively. A quick TikTok or Instagram video of everyday moments often communicates far more than a polished promotional film ever could.







THE BOARDING ADVANTAGE


Being part of a boarding community offers a richness that cannot be fully appreciated unless you’ve lived it. For the right child in the right school, it can be transformative.




	A place (not a ‘space’) with laughter, warmth and round-the-clock care.



	A focus on wellbeing with onsite matrons, nurses and counsellors.



	A safe haven from the algorithmic rabbit holes that plague today’s youth.



	Structure around technology use, with mainly phone-free experiences.



	More of those 168 weekly hours spent profitably in work and play.



	Exceptional opportunities to develop character, resilience and teamwork.



	Time to pursue sports, music and arts, often to a high standard.



	Time to stand and stare.



	A vertical house system creating unique social dynamics.











FINANCIAL REALITY CHECK


Let’s be frank; quality round-the-clock care is expensive. Unless parents can access bursaries, boarding remains eye-wateringly costly for most families.


That said, for professional parents working in major cities, coordinating nannies, school buses, after-school clubs and other expenses can sometimes add up to roughly the same cost as boarding – particularly weekly boarding. For some families, weekly boarding improves everyone’s quality of life.




TIP


Help prospective parents to understand the full cost comparison. When they factor in all the hidden costs of city living with children, boarding might be more accessible than they initially assume.










INTERNATIONAL DIMENSION


The ‘Harry Potter’ phenomenon and the heady economic conditions of the early 2000s saw a significant uptake in domestic boarding. But today, the home market is dwindling, and many schools depend heavily on international enrolment – with some reaching up to 30% or more of Chinese students, particularly in sixth forms.


Without international students from China, Germany, Russia, Ukraine, Nigeria, the US and beyond, most UK boarding schools would struggle to survive. Most schools employ agents who scour the globe in search of students. Some fly their heads out to give presentations, emphasising personal care and academic success.


This international dimension creates a mini United Nations where teenagers form lifelong friendships across continents. By embracing this reality, schools offer richer, more-diverse experiences for all students. The internationalism should work both ways. If you have a sizeable contingent from Nigeria, Taiwan or any other country, you should aim to develop meaningful knowledge of that country – its politics, culture, food and history. Make conversations about students’ home countries a regular practice.


Some schools excel at cultural exchange, while others adopt a passive ‘we need you here’ approach. Remember, also, that international students may face immense pressure to perform academically and appear happy regardless of their actual experience.







HOUSEPARENTS


The happiness of your boarders largely comes down to the exceptional personal qualities of your housemasters and housemistresses. They become the main point of contact for both students and parents.


These crucial roles demand extraordinary human qualities that few day-school teachers can fully appreciate. Their primary responsibility is noticing: reading emotions, detecting problems early and providing support before issues escalate.


The best housemasters and housemistresses:




	set the tone and culture of the entire house



	command respect while maintaining warmth



	function seamlessly in the background



	handle emergencies at any hour



	function effectively on limited sleep



	maintain their sense of humour



	laugh at the occasional absurdities of boarding life.








Leadership priorities with regard to houseparents


Your school’s reputation and success hinge on these pivotal roles. If you are in senior leadership, continually ask yourself, ‘What more can we do to support our houseparents?’.




	Show deep respect. While senior leadership might nominally run the school, it would collapse without these key figures.



	Ensure their working conditions are as favourable as possible, with scheduled time off properly covered by competent deputies. You’ll need actively to develop younger staff to learn the ropes and imbibe the culture of your school, to create a supply of future houseparents.



	Ensure their salary (not just their ‘package’) reflects the exceptional work they do. Be as generous as finances allow. This is not an area to skimp on.














STAFFING AND 24/7 RESPONSIBILITY


Your boarding school is only as good as your staff. When hiring, look for experience in boarding environments as a starting point, but focus primarily on emotional resilience and character – you can train for specific skills later.


A ‘this-is-not-in-my-job-description’ mentality cannot work in a boarding community. Success relies on acceptance of a different working model with different rewards.


Unless you’ve experienced it firsthand, it’s difficult to convey the sense of responsibility that comes with having children and teenagers under your care around the clock. Your first duty is safeguarding. Remember that your parent body will likely be articulate, aware of their legal rights and have the means to take action if things go wrong.


Staff retention is crucial, particularly for housemasters and housemistresses. Develop staff who might stay the course for 10 or 15 years or more in important roles.




TIP


Create clear communication channels with parents that establish expectations from the beginning.











SAFEGUARDING: THE NON-NEGOTIABLE


From a leadership perspective, providing a sound academic education must come a very clear second to ensuring a safe environment for every student in your care.


Boarding schools face additional safeguarding risks, including the vulnerability of young international students far from home with language and cultural barriers.


Discipline requires absolute clarity. You must be firm, fair and consistent – which may mean permanently excluding pupils for serious misconduct. Be crystal clear about boundaries and be prepared to follow through.


Scrutinise student applications carefully. Ask direct questions about suspensions, discipline records, maturity and family support. Be prepared to decline admission if the fit isn’t right. Be especially careful with mid-year applications and sixth-form entries where one bad apple may cause mayhem. Sometimes a school will try to offload a troublesome student to a smaller, more-financially-pressed school. Beware!







SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS


Schools with large international contingents must make serious efforts to understand those cultures – not just take the money. Consider appointing a bicultural staff member on your leadership team if you have a significant number of students from a particular country.


An important concern is the lack of regulation around educational guardians (required for visa applications) for international students. As a minimum, UK schools should insist on seeing DBS (Disclosure and Barring Service) checks for guardians, though currently this isn’t required by law.




TIP


Consider recommending guardianship agencies accredited by AEGIS (the Association for the Education and Guardianship of International Students) or the certified guardian scheme of the Boarding Schools’ Association (BSA).











WHEN THINGS GO WRONG


Stories of historical abuse in boarding schools continue to emerge. These must never be forgotten, and the most dangerous attitude is assuming ‘all that was in the past’. Today’s boarding schools have invested heavily in safeguarding, but vigilance remains essential.


Hire media relations specialists before you need them. In a crisis, you don’t want to be scurrying around looking for one. If facing a serious situation where abuse has occurred:




	be open about what happened and how the school responded



	create a transparent culture that always investigates concerns



	never brush anything under the carpet.











THE FUTURE


The future of any boarding school lies in its ability to tell its authentic story and connect emotionally with prospective families. Modern boarding can position itself as a solution to contemporary problems – offering structure around technology use and genuine community in an increasingly fragmented world.
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Together we unlock every learner’s unique potential

At Hachette Learning (formerly Hodder Education), there’s one
thing we're certain about. No two students learn the same way.
That's why our approach to teaching begins by recognising the
needs of individuals first.

Our mission is to allow every learner to fulfil their unique potential
by empowering those who teach them. From our expert teaching
and learning resources to our digital educational tools that make
learning easier and more accessible for all, we provide solutions
designed to maximise the impact of learning for every teacher,
parent and student.

Aligned to our parent company, Hachette Livre, founded in 1826,
we pride ourselves on being a learning solutions provider with a
global footprint.
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