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   Boarding Schools: Two Views 
 
 
Over the last year, there have been two items exploring current issues 

in boarding school education. One was an article published in The 

American Scholar last fall. The writer was David Hicks, former Rector 

at St. Paul’s School. The other piece was a speech delivered by Rick 

Hawley, Headmaster of University School in Cleveland, Ohio. Both 

articles describe a crisis for the American boarding school, a crisis in 

admissions, a crisis in academics, a crisis in student life, and a crisis 

involving the mission and purpose of such schools. Hicks notes: 

1. Parents fear that boarding schools have lost the ability to handle 

the hidden culture of alcohol/drug use, bullying and sexual 

activity on campus. 

2. Parents have begun to ask why they should invest $20,000 for a 

residential school when the private day school near home has a 

tuition of $10,000 - $12,000. 

3. Boarding schools no longer seek to develop leaders in the world 

of government, business and other professions. 

4. Boarding schools no longer teach in distinctively innovative 

ways. 

5. Boarding schools no longer protect students from the power and 

lure of the public culture; therefore, students at boarding schools 

do not gain refuge from the culture – they become even more 

immersed in it. 

6. Many boarding schools have become day-boarding hybrids; such 

schools empty on weekends – chapel, Saturday classes, 

weekend activities have disappeared. 



7. In their rush to market themselves and fill beds, boarding 

schools have sold themselves as places designed not for 

education, for strenuous effort, but as places of fun, enjoyment 

and diversion. 

8. Boarding schools no longer celebrate their heroes, their 

traditions; they no longer react to behavior that is inappropriate. 

9. Boarding schools have placed more emphasis on students' need 

for self-esteem and counseling than on values like hard work, 

perseverance, effort and dedication. 

 

     Hawley delivered his remarks on boarding schools last April. He 

argues that the excesses of the 1960s and 1970s led boarding schools 

to submit to a new permissiveness on campuses. Gone, argued 

Hawley, were the old expectations about: 

 

….scholastically demanding, rigorously graded courses, Saturday 

classes, required athletics every season, required religious 

observances, special expectations of conduct and dress, common 

meals taken family style, supervised study periods, student 

lights out, and curfews. 

 

     In their place, Hawley describes a new era in independent 

education, the era of the school as an institution dedicated to a 

pleasing, amenable education for its customer, the parent and child. 

The school no longer sets a clear, coherent direction. Instead, in 

Hawley’s words, “we take whatever children we can and prepare them 

for whatever might come up.” It is the “niceness” of these schools, 

their willingness to please that removes the edge, the tone of rigor, 

high expectations and energy great schools embody each year. 



     Hawley concludes his article with an account of one boy’s visit to 

several well established New England boarding schools last year. To 

the father and son’s surprise, the boy went through several interviews 

in which he, the candidate, was asked to tell very little about himself 

or his experiences. Instead, the admissions office extolled the virtues 

of the campus, the facilities. Hawley writes: 

 

The 14-year old boy toured student canteens and game rooms 

rigged out in multiple tiers as in a ski lodge. An enthusiastic 

hockey player, he was shown around elaborate new rink 

complexes, and, at two different schools, was shown 

multi-million dollar natatoriums and attached fitness centers, 

each of which was touted as the finest in New England. 

 

     In the end, this boy decided not to apply to boarding school at all. 

“All that struck me,” said the father, “were the facilities. They seemed 

like spas”.  

     It is easy to become caught up in the facility game. As the world of 

admissions becomes more and more a world of marketing and 

establishing superficial impressions, gleaming new facilities can win 

the hearts of the 12-13-year-old candidate who hears grown men and 

women plead for his/her attention and favor. 

     But in my heart, I know that St. Andrew’s is not about marketing; 

St. Andrew’s is not about facilities; St. Andrew’s, unlike so many 

schools described by Hicks and Hawley, has a soul, a vision, a mission 

and a purpose that is one of humanity and opportunity. 

     Our religious foundation reminds us that our greatest goal as a 

school is to prepare students to live lives of compassion, charity and 

service – our religious foundation compels us to place teaching for 



character, teaching for integrity, teaching for justice at the very heart 

of our work each day. Tony Jarvis, Head of Roxbury Latin School, 

phrased this idea well when he said: “the great school understands 

that it has a great mission: it exists principally to prepare students for 

life.” 

      The essential quality of St. Andrew’s remains that of a teacher and 

student working together in intimate settings, close enough to meet 

and confer morning, noon and night. Our teachers must be 

inspirational enough to make learning in a classroom, living in a dorm, 

playing on a team, singing in the choir, performing in a concert or 

play, a turning point not only in the student’s St. Andrew’s career, but 

in the student’s life itself. It is crucial therefore that St. Andrew’s 

remain small, all boarding, with teachers and students living together 

in a community that gathers regularly in our Chapel, theater and 

dining room. It is crucial, too, that St. Andrew’s remain a school of 

opportunity, where middle class students find educational resources 

that enable them to head into exciting new collegiate and professional 

directions. 

     When school size, a commitment to a complete boarding school 

experience and a residential faculty combine, a distinctive level of 

education takes place, one that is remarkably different from the day 

school model or the large boarding school model. If we continue to 

seek to reach the true potential of a school such as this, we can 

become the boarding school equivalent of the very best small liberal 

arts colleges, in the country. For in developing a faculty passionate 

about and committed to their fields, dedicated to the unique 

combination of excellent teaching and dynamic advising and parenting, 

we will create a school that, in the end, markets itself. The work our 



students produce, the lives they lead here and in their collegiate and 

adult careers will speak for themselves. 

     Small boarding schools that consist of faculties that understand the 

importance of innovative teaching and good parenting should flourish 

in the world of 21st Century America. Students in this era need a 

refuge from the onslaught of a media culture that seems determined 

to reduce them to a mindless passivity, pursuit of materialism, 

selfishness and superficiality. Students in this era need good 

parenting; as two person working households continue to grow, as 

families move more and more rapidly from one place to another, as 

families wrestle with separations, divorces and conflicts, students need 

opportunities for friendships with peers, opportunities for real 

relationships with adults, community service, old fashioned 

amusements like playing catch or touch football, paddling a canoe, 

taking a hike in the woods. Students need the structure and stability of 

communities that expect the best from them – their best efforts in 

school, in citizenship, in the arts, athletics and community service. 

Students need to learn about heroism, about service, about humility, 

about courage, dignity, honor and grace under pressure. 

     Students need, too, the opportunity to reflect on the eternal 

questions of life and death. They need to learn how religion can help 

them to understand their lives in a wider context. They need a sense 

of the divine, the transcendent. They need a sense of perspective, a 

sense of direction, of hope, of purpose. 

     I believe this generation of students needs to be encouraged to 

become more resilient, more enduring in the face of hardships and 

disappointments. 

     An educational consultant I know well recently convened a meeting 

between boarding school teachers and directors of admissions from 



three prestigious colleges. After hearing complaints from the college 

counselors, one director of admission described his feelings in roughly 

the following way. We are not particularly impressed with your kids. 

They are not intellectually curious, tenacious, creative or resourceful. 

We are interested in students who have these characteristics. If you 

show us that your students have such qualities, we will gladly take 

each of them. 

     Just last week, an old friend told me of a conversation she had just 

had with a long standing headmaster of a New England boarding 

school. “How have things changed in your career as an educator?”, my 

friend wanted to know. The headmaster said parents and students had 

changed. They no longer seemed able to accept frustration, 

disappointment or failure at any level. If a child struggled in a class, it 

was the teacher’s fault. If a child did not make a team, it was the 

coach’s fault. If a child broke a major rule, the child and parent 

blamed everyone but the student. 

     I have explicitly challenged out students this year to work 

deliberately on their own capacities for endurance, resilience and 

stamina. They need to learn how to react to adversity, how to rise to 

the challenge of a demanding class, rehearsal, practice or situation. As 

a caring, compassionate school and faculty, we have to be careful no 

to jump too quickly to their rescue, to their defense. 

     Mr. Hicks and Mr. Hawley at times seem to yearn for a return to 

the spartan simplicity of the old boarding school model, the one 

described so well by Bill Cameron in Headmaster Pell’s history of the 

School: cold, dark corridors, cubicles, questionable food, senior power, 

authority and hazing. I prefer the enlightened world of coeducation, of  

the kind of warm relationships that characterize the faculty-student 

relationships of today. But whenever we become concerned with the 



market, with the superficiality of much of the boarding school business 

of today, we need only to read the graceful clarity and simplicity of A. 

Felix duPont’s words written in 1929: 

 

The purpose of St. Andrew’s School is to provide secondary 

education of a definitely Christian character at a minimum cost 

consistent with modern equipment and highest standards. 

    

     St. Andrew’s stands for a commitment to living lives of charity, 

service, compassion, empathy, humility and honor. May these be the 

hallmarks of the School we celebrate tonight and in the future. 

 

 
 


