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Chapter 1
Choosing the right boarding
school for your child
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Selecting the right school for your child is one of the most important decisions you will make
as a parent, especially as the parent of a boarder. The school you select will have an enormous
inﬂuence on your child’s development during their formative childhood and adolescent years.
Thankfully, most young people grow to enjoy boarding and beneﬁt from the opportunities,
contacts and experience it provides, developing amazing networks and gaining skills that will
beneﬁt them for the rest of their lives. While deciding on the right school for your child may feel
overwhelming, trust your instincts and you’re likely to make a great decision that will support a
wonderful future for your child.

ke
r

Some families will have well-established links to schools that make this decision much
easier. For those who have no previous history with boarding schools, however, the ﬁve-step
process explained in this chapter aims to guide parents of boarders in making the most informed
choices for their families. Keep in mind that selecting a school for your child is about far more
than ﬁnances; it is about making a choice to subscribe to the underpinning ethos and values of
the school.
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This chapter outlines a research-based ﬁve-step process designed to help boarder
parents pick the best school for their child. The ﬁve steps of the process are as follows:
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1. Consider your options.

©

2. Get the information you need.
3. Short-list two or three schools.
4. Tour the schools with your child.
5. Make a conﬁdent decision.
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Chapter 1 – Choosing the right boarding school for your child

Who are the staff members caring for your child?
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Different schools can have vastly different stafﬁng models, so it is worthwhile to ask
about the qualiﬁcations and experience of the boarding house staff. According to boarder
parents surveyed for the BF study, what’s most important is to ensure that there is one person
whose job it is to understand your child. This person should have regular interactions with the
child, and they should be easy for families to contact.
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Figure 1.2 Students’ preferred housing arrangements for boarding with other year levels
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It might also help to understand how many students each staff member is caring for.
Obviously, the more students each staff member has to care for, the less time they have to
support each child individually.

Will a staff member be available for you to speak with during the
daytime?
Many schools have a boarding administrator who you can contact during business hours.
This is useful when organising leave and making arrangements from afar – for instance, ﬁnding
out how you can arrange for your child’s faulty mobile phone to be repaired.
© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760016494 • HB6494
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Chapter 2 – Preparing for boarding

responsibility for themselves and their belongings. Be aware that some schools operate on a
two-week rotational timetable, so you may need to develop Week A and Week B lists of daily
requirements with your child.
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• Teach your child how to use a washing machine and dryer, and how to fold and iron their own
clothes. Many schools provide laundry services for students, but they may still want to wash
some items themselves.
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• Show your child how to prepare simple snacks and meals. Again, most boarding houses
don’t require students to cook for themselves, but students will probably want to at least
microwave noodles, cook toast and boil water in the boarding house kitchen.
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Academic preparation
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Adjusting to the academic rigour of a large school can be daunting for young people
transitioning into boarding. Some children discover that they are well behind the rest of the
class when they arrive, and others who are used to being at the top of their small class ﬁnd
themselves dealing with much more competition than they are used to. A boarder dad in the BF
study recalled how this happened to his child:
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Our son looks at the scales they give in the statewide testing, and he’s
consistently in the top 10th percentile in each area, then he comes to his
new school, and when he sits tests he’s either in the middle or under the rest
of the class.
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This adjustment process is very normal, and it will get better. However, such incidents have
the potential to harm your child’s self-esteem, so it is beneﬁcial to discuss the possibility of
academic adjustment with your child before they start boarding. It can take six months to a year
for young people to feel they have caught up with the rest of the class – yet there is no set time
frame, as every child is unique and every context different.
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There are some simple things you can do to assist your child in preparing for this change.
Below are a few ideas:

©

• Show your child how to construct a study timetable and how to use this effectively to ensure
that tasks are completed on time.

• If you haven’t already, establish a regular homework time. You may wish to ﬁnd out what the
study times are in the boarding house and mirror these if possible.

• Encourage your child to inform their teacher if they don’t understand the work. Learning to
discuss their problems with teaching staff may help your child gain the conﬁdence to ask
questions in their new classroom environment.
© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760016494 • HB6494
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The Australian Boarder Parent Handbook

Overcoming homesickness
The BF study interviewed young people about what they did when they were feeling
homesick, and their most common responses are shown in Table 5.3. The study found that
boarding students tend to seek help for homesickness in three ways:
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• parental contact
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• keeping busy
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• conversing with staff and students

Homesickness
help-seeking factors
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Common help-seeking strategies
knowing when my parents would next be visiting me or taking me on leave
going out on leave with my parents
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talking to my parents on the phone

parental contact

text messaging my parents

going on leave with someone other than my parents
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emailing my parents
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trying to have a positive attitude
keeping busy

listening to music

keeping busy

exercising or playing sport
reading books/magazines
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talking to friends

being able to ﬁnd a quiet, private place where I could spend time on my own
talking to older boarding students

Table 5.3

talking to boarding house staff members
talking to friends
listening to audiobooks

Homesickness help-seeking strategies used by boarding students
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conversing with staff and
students

Just as they reported more psychosomatic symptoms of homesickness, younger students
reported using all of the groups of help-seeking strategies more often than older students. Girls
were more likely to use the strategies than boys.
What follows is a discussion of some speciﬁc suggestions for what parents can do to
support their child through a bout of homesickness.
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