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Introduction 
 
Buttle UK is a charity with the primary focus of improving life chances for children and 
young people who are living in poverty and have been impacted by a form of crisis. 
We do this through Chances for Children grants, which are designed to help ensure 
children are living in a safe, nurturing environment that meets their physical, emotional 
and learning needs, and that they have access to resources inside and outside of the 
home to support this. Providing these foundations promotes wellbeing and capacity to 
engage in education, which ultimately improves life chances. Chances for Children 
grants take two forms: individually tailored grants up to £2,000 and support in boarding 
placements.  
 
The individually tailored grants of up to £2,000 are designed to meet the educational 
and wellbeing needs of children and young people who have been emotionally and 
educationally impacted by a form of crisis, such as domestic abuse, neglect, parent 
drug or alcohol misuse, or physical abuse. These grants can pay for a wide range of 
costs and items to meet the specific needs of the child. Chances for Children grants 
can also support children to attend boarding school when the level of crisis that the 
child is experiencing means that remaining at home is having a detrimental impact on 
them. In certain cases, taking the child out of their home situation can provide a better 
option, and a boarding place can provide a nurturing environment with access to 
resources that promote wellbeing and improve capacity to engage in education. In 
some cases, providing a boarding place for a child can even prevent the crisis 
progressing to the point that the child needs to enter the formal care system. 
 
Around 130 children are supported through Boarding Chances for Children each year. 
Buttle UK works in partnership with boarding schools, each providing 50% of fees and 
5% toward costs associated with being at the school. Buttle UK ensures that the 
remainder of the boarding fees are covered so that families do not have to worry about 
finding this money from other sources. The additional 10% funding is used to cover 
costs that ensure the child has access to everything they need to fully benefit from the 
experience, such as uniforms, school trips or items for the home when they return 
during holidays. This partnership model was established in 2018, meaning that some 
students are still supported by the old model, whereby Buttle UK made a contribution 
of up to £4,500 per year per student and any remaining funds were sourced elsewhere. 
 
Between £800,000 and £1,000,000 is distributed annually through Boarding Chances 
for Children grants. Buttle UK primarily supports children from year 7-11 (until the end 
of GCSE studies). However, in certain cases where the need for support during A-
Levels remains strong and families are unable to obtain funding elsewhere, students 
can continue to be supported by Buttle UK through to the completion of their A-Level 
studies. In summer 2020, 40 students supported by a boarding grant obtained either 
GCSE or A-Level results. This report highlights the impact of boarding Chances for 
Children for the 2020 graduates and all other students, and provides unique insight 
into how the young people themselves experience boarding.  
 



 

Boarding Chances for Children: Assessing impact 
 
We assess the impact of Boarding Chances for Children grants each year by collecting 
exam results for those reaching the end of their studies and comparing this to both the 
national average and the average results for those who are in high-risk categories. We 
also ask the parents / carers of these children to complete a survey to inform us 
whether, and how, children have experienced improvements in children’s wellbeing 
(e.g., self-confidence, anxiety, mood, behaviour and friendships), capacity to engage 
in education and relationships within the home. These are the key outcomes in Buttle 
UK’s Theory of Change, which is the framework upon which we base all grant giving 
activities, outlining the people we support, how we support them, the outcomes we 
aim to see and the impact we hope to achieve (See appendix A). 
 
There have been significant developments in how we assess the impact of Boarding 
Chances for Children grants in 2020. For the first time, we have collected impact data 
for all boarding students as part of the annual renewal process, asking all parents / 
carers the questions - about improvements across Theory of Change areas - that we 
would ordinarily only ask for students reaching the end of boarding support. These 
findings were reported in Buttle UK’s first Annual Impact Report, and a recap is 
provided in this report alongside additional quotes from families. We also include a 
summary of how COVID-19 has impacted Buttle UK boarders. 
 
Additionally, 2020 was the first year that we have spoken directly to beneficiaries about 
their experiences of boarding. Historically, we have relied on parent / carer feedback 
and updates from schools (including school reports). One of Buttle UK’s core strategic 
objectives over the next five years is to involve and include the voices of the children 
and young people we support in our work. As one of the first steps in this strategy, we 
conducted interviews with young people on the Boarding Chances for Children 
programme. We asked a range of questions about their experience of boarding, and 
responses provided a lot of insight to how boarding school impacts the young people 
we support.  
 

This Boarding Chances for Children impact report presents: 
 
> The needs, exam results and impact of boarding chances for children for the 40 

students who received GCSE and A-Level results in Summer 2020 
 

> A recap of impact for all students supported in 2019-2020 
 

> Insights from young people’s perspectives on their experiences of boarding 

  

  



 

Summer 2020 GCSE / A-Level Students  
A background to the need for boarding 
 
Young people are eligible for boarding support from Buttle UK only if remaining at 
home is having a detrimental impact on their wellbeing and education. The reasons 
that children and young people need to board are extremely varied, but the Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACEs) framework can be used to demonstrate the risks 
posed to the young people we have supported. The ACEs framework categorises early 
life events that have been evidenced to cumulatively increase the risk of negative 
outcomes in adulthood. Research indicates that children who experience four or more 
ACEs are - among other negative outcomes - more likely to have physical and mental 
health problems, engage in risky behaviour, have poor academic outcomes and 
commit crime in adulthood,.1 Although the ACEs literature primarily examines the “four 
or more” rule, it is a good way to demonstrate adversities that the children and young 
people supported by Buttle UK experience. The full list of ACEs for the 40 students 
who obtained exam results in summer 2020 is shown in Table 1. These include 
exposure to domestic abuse, parent separation, child sexual, physical or emotional 
abuse, neglect and parent mental health problems. We have also included family 
physical ill health and additional learning needs, as this is regarded as an ACE in some 
literature,2 and is also often a key factor underpinning the need for boarding support.  

 
Table 1. Cohort exposure to ACES 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) N % 
Domestic abuse 9 23% 
Physical abuse 4 10% 
Child emotional abuse 6 15% 
Child sexual abuse 2 5% 
Child neglect 27 68% 
Family drug / alcohol misuse 5 13% 
Parent separation  31 78% 
Family mental illness 26 65% 
Family imprisonment 1 3% 
Family physical ill health/ learning needs 21 53% 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 British Psychological Society (2019) ACEs evidence briefing 
2 Hughes, K., Bellis, M. A., Hardcastle, K. A., Sethi, D., Butchart, A., Mikton, C., ... & Dunne, M. P. (2017). The 
effect of multiple adverse childhood experiences on health: a systematic review and meta-analysis. The Lancet 
Public Health, 2(8), e356-e366 

  



 

Table 2. Number of ACEs per child 
Number 
of ACEs N % 

1 1 3%  
2 10 25%  
3 10 25%  
4 13 33%  
5 1 3%  
6 4 10%  

 
The risks most commonly reported for children in need of boarding support are parent 
separation and child neglect. Table 2 shows that 46% (N=27) of children in the cohort 
had experienced four or more ACEs at the time of applying for boarding support. The 
following section provides more detail and examples of what it means for young people 
to experience these ACEs, and why boarding can help mitigate these issues and 
increase chances for children. 
 

Parent separation: Over three quarters (78%) of children experienced parent 
separation. In most cases, the separation meant that one parent had a sporadic or no 
role in the child’s life. Whilst many children experience parental separation, for many 
of the children receiving boarding support, the context behind this separation has been 
complex and traumatic. For some children, contact with the parent needed to end after 
the child experienced physical or emotional abuse. In some cases, children 
experienced abandonment, where parents were unwilling to maintain contact. As an 
example of the complexity of these situations, one child discovered that the person 
they had grown up believing to be their mother was in fact their aunt, that their siblings 
were in fact half siblings and cousins, and their aunt had acted as their mother because 
their birth mother had abandoned them at a young age.  A couple of children were in 
foster placements or living with other family members and had no contact with either 
parent because of exposure to other ACEs by these parents. Being abandoned by 
parents, on top of abuse or mistreatment they had witnessed or experienced, had a 
detrimental impact on children’s wellbeing, increasing anxiety, withdrawal and 
behaviour problems. 
 

Domestic abuse: Over a fifth of this cohort witnessed domestic abuse in the home 
where a family member had been pushed, grabbed, hit, or had something thrown at 
them, alongside prolonged acrimony in front of the child. Parents' abusive and violent 
relationships meant that the home was an unstable and unsafe place to be, and 
harassment or abuse often continued after separation. For some, witnessing violence 
between parents for several years had led to children behaving aggressively towards 
parents, siblings, or pupils at the point of boarding support commencing.  
 
 

46%  
experienced four 

or more ACES 

  



 

Child physical, emotional and sexual abuse: Ten percent of the cohort had 
experienced physical abuse in the home where parents or other adults kicked, shook 
or hit the child with their hands or other objects. In some cases, parents and children 
had fled their homes and changed personal data to hide from the abuser. Additionally, 
15% of the cohort had experienced emotional abuse; parents or other adults in the 
household had insulted, shamed, humiliated, threatened or repeatedly shouted at the 
child. As an example, one child’s father threatened to drown them and was frequently 
violent to the children and mother. Moreover, two students had been sexually abused 
- one by a grandparent, and one publicly in front of others, which led to prolonged 
bullying and victim blaming. These traumatic experiences led to difficulties and 
breakdown in the relationships between parents and children. Many children were 
struggling to cope and displayed mental health problems. In such circumstances, 
boarding school can provide the space to help prevent complete relationship 
breakdown and provide emotional respite from trauma. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family drug / alcohol misuse and family incarceration: In total, 13% of 
the cohort grew up in a household in which adults were abusing alcohol and/or drugs. 
Due to a history of substance misuse, some parents became homeless and were 
unable to provide care for their child, resulting in children being placed in kinship care. 
Where children remained with parents, they were not receiving consistent care. This 
also led to some children experiencing harmful or threatening behaviour towards them. 
For example, one child had been in the car when their parent was drink driving, and 
another young person was experiencing unwanted advances from strangers on the 
street due to their sibling’s engagement in drug dealing. One young person’s parent 
was in prison for manslaughter after previously serving drug-related sentences.  

  



 

Family mental illness: Almost two thirds of the cohort lived with a parent / carer 
or sibling with mental health problems. Sometimes, these mental health problems 
were a result of abuse or trauma that the family had experienced. There were multiple 
ways that these severe mental health problems had impacted on the children. In two 
cases, the parent had paranoid schizophrenia. In one case, the parent believed the 
child was not their own but had been swapped with another child whilst under the care 
of its other parent, resulting in inconsistent care and difficulties in the parent-child 
relationship. For many parents, depression reduced their capacity to provide care for 
the child. Some parents’ mental health problems were exacerbated by having to 
support the mental, physical or learning needs of another family member, and trying 
to provide food and pay bills whilst also being a single parent on a low income. These 
complex situations impacted the quality of care parents were able to provide for the 
child. Parents said that their own emotional instability increased their feelings of guilt 
for being unable to provide everything their children needed.  

Family physical ill-health/learning needs: More than half (53%) of the cohort 
lived with a parent, other adult or sibling with a physical health condition or additional 
learning needs. Due to an advanced level of physical illness, parents were unable to 
look after the child and maintain the home. In some cases, children were frequently 
under different people’s care, living between different homes or being left alone for 
extended periods of time due to parents’ hospital admissions. Throughout their 
childhoods, they have witnessed many emergency admissions and near-death 
intensive care situations. This made the children worry about their family and what 
would happen to them if a family member was to pass away. In some cases, the child’s 
sibling had developmental conditions, such as Autism Spectrum Disorder, which 
meant that  they required the majority of the parent’s attention and care, limiting the 
parent’s capacity to care for other children. In some cases, siblings were also violent 
towards the child, placing them at direct risk and impacting on their mental health. 
Related to the issue of family ill health, 25% of this cohort were young carers in the 
home. On a daily basis, they had to clean, cook, shop and meet the personal care 
needs of their relatives, leaving little time to do schoolwork and other activities. 
Boarding served as a place where children could receive consistent care and behave 
like children without having to constantly witness their family member’s ill health or 
provide care to the family.  
 

Child neglect: Two thirds of the cohort had experienced physical and / or emotional 
neglect. The subsections above have outlined how different ACEs can lead to neglect 
and inconsistent care of young people. Some children were living in inadequate 
accommodation or space which created major health and safety hazards for the 
children. Inadequate accommodation alongside other risk factors (such as living with 
a sibling with severe additional learning needs) meant that the physical space was too 
small to keep the child safe from physical abuse.  In some cases, emotional and 
physical neglect where due to parent and carers’ own mental and/or physical health 
difficulties limiting their capacity to provide care for their children. Some of the 
children’s needs that were neglected at the point of boarding included emotional 
needs, food, hygiene, cleanliness and clothing, and some children were attending 
school unkempt and unwashed prior to boarding.                                                                                       
 

  



 

Other adversities: Outside of these key ACEs, there were other complex risks 
experienced by children in this cohort. In 25% of the cohort, some of the issues have 
occurred in part due to the fact that the parent was a victim of abuse and/or neglect 
earlier in life (excluding domestic abuse in the child’s lifetime). For example, parents 
had been kept prisoner in their own home by their husband or relatives or had spent 
their childhood in squats and in houses where drugs were in frequent use. In some 
cases, mothers entered a forced marriage from a young age, which ended in violence 
and divorce. Some parents (and by proxy, the children) were estranged from relatives 
due to beliefs around divorce, or due to being refugees with no family in this country, 
meaning they were facing difficulties without any extended family support.  
 
A fifth of this cohort had been exposed to gang culture or lived in dangerous 
neighbourhoods. Children were living in deprived areas that had high rates of gang 
violence and knife crime. This kind of environment brought the risk of becoming a 
victim, a gang member, or both. Some young people were vulnerable to recruitment 
which had negatively impacted their behaviour. Parents/carers of these children 
noticed that gang involvement encouraged drug and alcohol abuse, weapon 
possession and violent behaviour among young people. Some children became 
targets of local gangs and often experienced bullying and mugging, which increased 
anxiety. For these young people, boarding was a way to remove them from these 
broader environmental risks and provide the opportunity to focus on education. 
 
 
Overall, the situations described above give some insight to the complexity of the lives 
that young people have led, and how adversities (singular and combined) can mean 
that remaining at home becomes detrimental to young people’s wellbeing and 
education. In these cases, not only does boarding school provide a positive 
educational environment, but it serves as a safe, equipped, stable home environment, 
gives children a break from their complex home life and provides a network of pastoral 
support to help overcome some of the emotional impact of trauma.  Alongside this, the 
wide range of extracurricular opportunities also helps improve wellbeing through 
physical activity, development of interests and hobbies and building self-confidence 
through personal achievements. Young people are able to build strong friendships with 
the other young people they share a boarding house and spend a lot of time with, 
which is invaluable for wellbeing and social development. Throughout the remainder 
of this report, these benefits are highlighted through the insight provided by both 
parents / carers and children themselves.  

 
 
 

  



 

Case Study 
 
 
Jacob grew up watching his dad be violent to his mum, and as he got older, Dad 
started to physically abuse Jacob and his brothers. As well as having to cope with 
domestic abuse, Mum also experienced sexual abuse from her father in-law, who kept 
Mum and the children trapped in the house. After suffering years of domestic abuse, 
Mum fled to refuge. At this point, Jacob and one of his siblings were taken into 
temporary foster care. They went back to live with Mum once a child protection plan 
had been put in place. The children struggled to deal with the abuse they had 
experienced and witnessed, and at times, Jacob and his brothers copied their dad’s 
behaviour and were aggressive towards Mum. The family moved to a deprived area 
and were ostracised from their community and support network because Mum’s 
separation from her husband went against the family’s religious beliefs. 
 
On top of this, one of Jacob’s siblings had additional learning and health needs. They 
were often aggressive to Mum. As they also had mobility issues, they required a lot of 
attention and care from Mum. Because of this, Jacob did not always receive all the 
care he needed and was suffering as a result. Jacob’s sibling often refused to attend 
school, which meant that Mum was also unable to take Jacob, resulting in poor 
attendance for them both. Buttle UK supported Jacob in a boarding place so that Jacob 
could attend school full time and have respite from the difficulties he faced at home. 
 
Jacob was supported through GCSEs and A-Levels. He obtained three Bs in his A 
Levels and is now going to university. As a result of boarding, Mum reported that Jacob 
is now a lot more confident and physically healthier and has much stronger friendships. 
Mum saw Jacob’s enjoyment of school and performance improve a lot throughout his 
time in boarding. The family now get along a lot better and spend more quality time 
together. Mum’s wellbeing has also improved a lot; she feels less stressed, happier, 
and better able to look after her children. 
 
When asked about his views on boarding, Jacob responded “It has been a very 
transformative part of my life so far that has allowed to me to develop into a well-
rounded young adult and so I am grateful for the opportunities given to me.” 

  

  



 

Results and Theory of Change improvements 
GCSE Results 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Results are presented in both the new numerical format and in traditional A*-C to allow 
comparable interpretation. Results for this cohort are compared to the average 
percentage of students obtaining specific results as presented in Government 
statistics.3 Overall, results are overwhelmingly positive. Table 3 provides a GCSE 
results summary. For those whom we have results data, 90% (N=26) received five or 
more A*-Cs including Maths and English. All students received at least one numerical 
grade 5 (B equivalent), which is substantially greater than the 58.2% national average. 
All students obtained at least one grade 4 (C equivalent). Whilst there is limited data 
on 2020 attainment among disadvantaged pupils, the FFT Datalab has analysed 
results from over 1200 schools across the UK, with findings indicating that 56% of 
disadvantaged pupils obtained at least one grade 4, which is nearly half that of the 
Buttle UK boarding cohort.4 
 
 
 
Table 3. Students obtaining 5 or 
more A*-Cs  
5 + A* - Cs  N % total % data 
Yes 26 79% 90% 
No 3 9% 10% 
No data 4 12% - 

 
 
 

Table 4. Students obtaining specific 
grades 

At least one 
grade 

N % 

9 - A* 6 21% 
8 - A 12 41% 
7 - A  19 66% 
6 - B 26 90% 
5 - B 25 86% 
4 - C 16 55% 

 
 

 
3 Ofqual 2020 GCSE, AS and A-Level results https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/results-tables-for-
gcse-as-and-a-level-results-in-england-2020 
4 FFT education datalab 2020 attainment gap analysis https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2020/09/gcse-
results-2020-did-attainment-gaps-increase/ 

  

 
Overall, 40 students completed exams in summer 2020. 
Thirty-three students (83%) completed GCSEs and 
seven completed A-Levels. Due to COVID-19, exams 
were not able to take place as usual, meaning this 
cohort’s results were based on coursework and 
predicted grades. We were able to obtain results data 
for 88% of GCSE finishers (N = 29), and 100% of A-
level finishers (N=7).  

90%  
Obtained 5 or 
more A*- Cs 



 

Table 4 shows the number and percentage of students obtaining each grade. Over a 
fifth (21%) of students obtained at least one grade 9 (A*), which is over three times 
the national average of 6.3%. Over 40% of students obtained at least one 8 or above, 
which is over 3-fold higher than the 14.9% national average.  Students also obtained 
at least one grade 7 at a disproportionately higher rate than the national average, with 
66% of the cohort obtaining this level, compared to 25.9% for the general population.  
 
Students achieved incredible results across a broad range of subjects, with the 
overwhelming majority of all combined GCSEs (94%) falling within the A*- C band, 
and almost a third (31%) of results being A’s or A*s. Humanities and social science 
subjects undertaken by students included History, Geography, Religious Studies, 
Citizenship, Business Studies, Sociology and Psychology. Art and technology subjects 
included Art, Music, Drama, Design Technology, Information Technology, Sport 
Science, Food Preparation and Nutrition, Textiles, Engineering and Agriculture. The 
languages that students completed were French, Spanish, German and Latin. 
 
With regards to future plans, 70% (N=16) will be continuing studies at the same 
boarding school, and 30% (N=7) will study at an alternative state school or college.  
One student will be retaking GCSEs at the same school, some students will be doing 
A-Levels and a few students will be studying and training in vocational courses. 
Courses that students have gone on to undertake include Agriculture, Politics, 
Criminology, Psychology, History, Economics, Maths, Business Studies, Literature, 
Drama, P.E., Chemistry and football academy.

A-Level results 
 
Seven students came to the end of their A-Level studies in 2020. Five students 
completed A-Levels, and two students completed the International Baccalaureate (IB).  
Overall, students achieved remarkably well. The majority of grades were a C or above. 
All students have plans to attend university or engage in further education, either 
immediately or after a gap year.  
 
 
Table 5. A-Level results and future plans 
A-level / 
IB 

Subjects 

A-Levels Business - B; Economics - B; Psychology - B 
A-Levels Geography - D; Media Studies - C 
A-Levels English - A*; Spanish - A; Economics - A; EPQ - A* 
A-Levels Biology - B; Chemistry - C; Religious Studies - B 
A-Levels English - B; Sociology - A; Law - B 
IB Maths - 5; English – 6; History – 4; German - 4; Business - 

6; Environmental systems and societies - 5 
IB Maths - SL 2; English - 5; Sport Science - 3 

  



Theory of Change Improvements 
 
As well as obtaining results data, we ask parents/carers of finishers to report whether, 
and to what extent, they have seen improvements in broader areas of child and family 
functioning (outcomes within Buttle UK’s Theory of Change; Appendix A) as a result 
of boarding. These include broader educational outcomes, child wellbeing, parent 
wellbeing and family relationships. In this cohort, 15 parents/carers completed the 
survey (38% finishers). The following section outlines parents’ reported improvements 
in each of these areas. For each question, parents/carers were asked to indicate how 
things have changed since attending boarding school on a scale ranging from “it has 
got worse” to “it has improved a lot”. Each table presents the number and percentage 
of families who reported that each outcome has improved (i.e., “improved a little”, 
“somewhat improved” or “improved a lot”), the percentage reporting “improved a lot” 
specifically, and the percentage reporting that this was never an applicable issue. The 
percentage of respondents reporting improvements are calculated after subtracting 
those for whom the issue was never applicable.  
 

Education improvements  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Table 6. Parent reported improvements in education 
Education outcome Improved total 

(excl. never a 
problem) 

Improved a lot 
(excl. never a 

problem) 

Never a problem 
(% total 

respondents) 
Behaviour in class 6 86% 3 43% 8 53% 
Behaviour to peers 5 83% 5 83% 9 60% 
School enjoyment 13 93% 11 79% 1 7% 
Performance 11 79% 10 71% 1 7% 

We asked the parents/carers to what extent children’s 
behaviour in class, behaviour towards peers, enjoyment 
of school and results have improved since attending 
boarding school. Overall, there were very high levels of 
improvement in children’s education; 79%-93% reported 
improvements across each outcome, and the majority of 
parents reported that these outcomes had improved a lot. 
Children’s enjoyment of school was the most commonly 
reported to have improved, while behaviour towards 
peers was the outcome most commonly reported to have 
improved a lot. No parents reported that educational 
outcomes had got worse. Behaviour towards peers was 
most often reported to have never been a problem. 

79-93%  
Have improved 

across education 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7. Parent reported improvements in child wellbeing 
Wellbeing outcome Improved total 

(excl. never a 
problem) 

Improved a lot 
(excl. never a 

problem) 

Never a 
problem (% of 

total 
respondents) 

Unhappiness / anxiety 10 67% 5 33% 0 0% 
Withdrawal 10 91% 7 64% 3 20% 
Self-confidence 12 86% 8 57% 1 7% 
Empathy 8 89% 5 56% 6 40% 
Behaviour at home 7 88% 3 38% 7 47% 
Friendships 11 85% 7 54% 2 13% 
Physical activity 13 93% 9 64% 1 7% 

. 
 
 

 “She had anxiety and confidence problems, but this has improved since she was 
referred to FACE.  I have also noticed that she is more determined to do well at 

school. She had initially wanted to study business but of late has decided she would 
be happier studying something that she could use to help others in the future.” 

 
“Better structure at school has kept her focused and supported. [There is] less 

arguing with siblings which is a dramatic change.” 
 

“Going to this school has made it possible for me as a single parent to meet the 
needs of two teenagers with progressive muscular dystrophy as it has been a very 

stable environment for the children.” 
 

“[As a parent it is] very difficult, as you only have contact for the 2% [of the time] they 
are homesick, not the 98% they are loving being there and too busy to think about 

home!”

Wellbeing improvements 
We asked parents whether there have been changes in young 
people’s wellbeing, including anxiety / depressive symptoms, 
self-confidence, withdrawal from others, quality of friendships 
and activity levels. Overall, there were high levels of 
improvement in children’s wellbeing, but with greater variation 
between wellbeing outcomes than other areas. Between 67% 
and 93% have seen improvements as a result of boarding. The 
biggest improvements were seen in physical activity levels and 
lower levels of withdrawal from others. Only two thirds of 
parents saw improvements in children’s anxiety / depression 
symptoms, and only a third reported this to have improved a 
lot, indicating that some young people continue to struggle in 
this area. One parent reported that their child has become more 
anxious and unhappy, but no other aspects of wellbeing were 
reported to have become worse during students’ time at 
boarding. Behaviour was most likely to have never been a 
problem. 

67-93%  
Have improved 

wellbeing 

  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 8. Parent reported improvements in parent and family outcomes 
Family and parent 
outcome 

Improved total 
(excl. never a 

problem) 

Improved a lot 
(excl. never a 

problem) 

Never a problem 
(% of total 

respondents) 
Family relationships 10 83% 5 42% 3 20% 
Family quality time 10 77% 6 46% 2 13% 
Parent frustration  8 89% 5 56% 6 40% 
Parent affection 12 92% 10 77% 2 13% 
Parent confidence 11 85% 5 38% 2 13% 
Parent stress 14 93% 7 47% 0 0% 
Parent happiness 11 85% 6 46% 2 13% 
Parent coping 12 86% 7 50% 1 7% 

 
Across free-text responses, parents elaborated on the impact of boarding. They 
described children as more confident, outgoing and focused. They mentioned 
achievements outside of core attainment, such as becoming a sport captain. A couple 
of parents stated that their child continues to experience mental health problems but 
spoke positively of the pastoral support provided by schools. A couple also highlighted 
that their child being at boarding has allowed them to provide additional support to 
their other children who need care. We also asked parents whether attending boarding 
school had made anything more difficult for the child and family. Around half of parents 
said that nothing had become harder as a result of boarding. For those that said there 
had been some difficulties, these were largely focused on financial hardship (as these 
families were supported on the old programme that provided a maximum of £4,500 
per child). A couple of parents touched on their child’s homesickness or that they 
missed their child. Overall, parents were overwhelmingly positive about how boarding 
support had improved children’s educational achievements, wellbeing and family 
functioning and the overall, improved chances for their children.

Family and parenting improvements 
We asked parents to report to what extent they have seen 
improvements in different aspects of family relationships 
and their own functioning as a parent. This, included: how 
well the family get along; how often families spend quality 
time together; parenting behaviours such as affection and 
frustration towards children; parents’ coping and confidence 
in their parenting, and parent wellbeing. There were 
consistently high improvements in family relationships, 
parenting and parent coping. The highest level of 
improvement was seen in parents’ capacity to provide time, 
love and affection towards their children, which was 
reported to have improved a lot by over three quarters of 
parents. The most common issue reported to have never 
been a problem was parents’ frustration towards their child; 
this had only been a problem for 60% of parents prior to 
children starting boarding school. One parent reported that 
they have been less happy since their child started boarding 
school, but no other parents reported any family outcomes 
to have worsened. 

77-93%  
Have improved 

family and parent 
functioning 

  



 

The impact of Boarding Chances for 
Children for all students 
 
The year 2019-2020 also marked the first occasion that we started formally monitoring 
improvements for all children supported through boarding, as opposed to only 
assessing outcomes for children who have completed their exams. As part of the 
annual renewal process, we now ask the same questions as we do for the boarding 
finishers (see previous section). Surveys were returned for 82 pupils. These surveys 
were completed during the first lockdown when children were home-schooling. Whilst 
COVID-19 has been particularly hard for boarders having to return to difficult home 
situations, parents still reported big improvements in children’s education and 
wellbeing, parents’ coping and family relationships. This section provides a summative 
recap of improvements seen across all students. For full details, see Buttle UK’s full 
impact report (pages 20-25).  
 
Overall, parents indicated that children have made a lot of progress while attending 
boarding school. Many have stated that boarding school allows children to be children, 
without the burden of a difficult home environment. Children have become more 
confident, had opportunities to engage in extra activities and thrive, and have 
developed positive relationships with their peers. Most parents also reported that 
children’s school performance has improved. Children enjoy school more and are 
better behaved. Many parents noted that children receive excellent pastoral support 
from schools that help deal with the trauma they have experienced at home. Some 
parents are still struggling financially and emotionally due to their own trauma, but they 
are happy that their children can be removed from this situation. In many cases, 
boarding also helps parents deal with their own issues and be better able to look after 
children and family members who remain at home. Moreover, it helps improve the 
quality of time that families do spend together. 

 

  

Experiences in Education 
> Overall, 83% of parents have seen 

improvements across children’s 
experiences of education (average 
of behaviour in school, enjoyment of 
school and performance). 

> The biggest improvements were 
seen in enjoyment of school, with 
55% of parents reporting that this 
has improved a lot. 

> Behaviour towards peers was most 
commonly reported to never have 
been a problem (46% of parents). 

“Cassie* has just gone from strength 
to strength. She now no longer 

attends CAMHS. This was a mutual 
agreement between her and her 

Counsellor... She no longer spends 
all her time worrying about 

everything, which of course means 
she is learning and in turn getting the 

rewards that goes with that. And 
boarding has been such a positive 

experience for her - she now, for the 
first time in her life, has friends. The 
boarding staff are fantastic with her.” 

 
*Name changed to protect anonymity. 

 
  



 

 
 

Child wellbeing 
> Overall, 73% of parents have seen 

improvements in child wellbeing 
(average of mood, self-confidence, 
physical activity, friendship quality, 
behaviour, empathy, and how 
withdrawn they are). 

> The biggest improvements were in 
the quality of friendships; 49% of 
parents reported that this has 
improved a lot. 

> Behaviour was most commonly 
reported to have never been a 
problem (51% parents).   

Family and parent functioning 
> Overall, 70% of parents reported that 

family relationships and their own coping 
had improved (how well the family get 
along and spend quality time together, 
how often the parent is affectionate and 
loving or gets frustrated with the child, 
parent stress, confidence and mood). 

> The quality of family relationships (how 
well they get along) improved the most, 
with 40% of parents reporting that this 
had improved a lot. 

> Parents most commonly reported that 
their frustration towards their child was 
never a problem (47% responses). 

“Chris* is much kinder to his brother now 
he doesn't see him very often. He is 

becoming more thoughtful and aware of 
other people's needs… developing into a 

mature and responsible young man.” 
 

“He’s the happiest and most confident 
he’s ever been and goes from strength to 
strength with each term. His self-esteem 
and confidence is growing because he 

feels so safe there, which is enabling him 
to focus on his education and 

friendships, which also makes him 
happier when he’s at home. I can already 
see that he’s less likely to crumble in his 

teenage years from the abuse he 
suffered and Buttle and [the school] are 

literally transforming his life and therefore 
mine too as it’s a huge relief to see him 
recovering so well and enjoying life at 

school and home.” 

“As Josh* has grown, so have we all. 
We have all gotten to know each 
other better, which allows for the 
situation to be more fluid. We do 
enjoy doing things together, and 

especially at present try to do 
something together as much as we 

can.  Josh’s friendships have 
developed further with a few select 
peers, who I believe are all a good 

example. This has led to sleepovers 
occurring at our house, and also 
away at friends’ houses locally.” 

 
“When she is at school, I know she is 

safe and I am able to focus my 
attention on her brother who needs 

support. It has also strengthened our 
relationship because when she 

comes back home from school, we 
miss each other so spend more time 

talking as opposed to before.” 



 

How has Covid-19 impacted children who require 
boarding support? 
 
The first lockdown meant that all young people in boarding places had to return home 
and be home-schooled for the summer term. Parents indicated that things were more 
difficult for children returning home during this first lockdown. In some cases, the home 
environment made it more difficult for children to focus on schoolwork, and some 
parents started to see the positive impacts of boarding for mental health and behaviour 
diminish. Nonetheless, parents noted that schools continued to provide support online 
to children, and that things were better at home than before children started boarding. 
Covid-19 meant that many families were struggling financially. Some families noted 
that they appreciated being able to spend quality time together that they would not 
ordinarily be able to do. Due to health conditions of family members (a key reason for 
boarding support in some cases), many children and families had to shield during this 
time, which sometimes made things hard for families. As part of the support provided 
through Boarding Chances for Children, we used funds to provide families with any 
household or educational items the families needed during the first lockdown (such as 
white goods and laptops) and have continued to do this in subsequent lockdowns. The 
difficulties families experienced when children were back in the home full-time further 
highlights the role that boarding has for helping children and young people in these 
situations. 
 
 

“At home she's been a brilliant daughter and a very helpful older sister. During the 
lockdown, she has been extremely supportive which has made a massive 

improvement to my wellbeing (less tired). As a family, we have enjoyed the lockdown 
because we have been able to spend a lot of quality time together. [She] has 

maintained contact with her friends and has been completing her schoolwork as set 
by her teachers. I'm very proud of our relationship as she continues to feel free to 

confide in me and to have a general conversation.” 
 

“Lockdown has been hard for Elliot* and for us all as a family. We started off really 
positively but the reality of us all living in close proximity together and having children 

with such different needs has been really tough. Elliot* is receiving lessons over 
teams (online) from school and this has kept some routine, but he says he prefers 

being at school and is missing being there.” 
 

“Saffron* has had Covid-19 and a month later suffered symptoms of Kawasaki 
disease. [Her] disabled sister was in ICU on a ventilator and in hospital for 6 weeks. 
Saffron is quite traumatised by what has happened and is struggling as her sister is 
showing signs of severe PTSD, so there are lots of day and night-time disruptions... 

We are praying that come September she will be able to board at school again.” 
 

“My weekly food bill has increased a lot as Flynn* is now at home all week and I 
have needed to buy books etc to keep him entertained at home. He is borrowing a 

laptop short term from the school, but I need to buy him a laptop and a printer as we 
do not have either, only my work laptop.” 

  



 

Hearing young people’s voices: 
beneficiaries’ perspectives on their 
time at boarding school 
 
To date, we have relied on feedback from parents and teachers to understand the 
impact of supporting children through boarding; this includes informal feedback, 
evaluation surveys and copies of school reports. As part of Buttle UK’s strategic 
objective to increase beneficiary involvement and ensure that user voices underpin 
our work, we engaged in a feasibility research piece to understand: a) whether it is 
possible to talk to and engage children and young people in evaluation activities 
directly, and; b) whether young people are interested in becoming more involved with 
Buttle UK and what this might look like. As part of this, we asked young people a series 
of questions about their experience of boarding. We invited young people to participate 
via email invitations to parents. A total of 26 young people participated, either via video 
or telephone call (N = 20) or written response (N = 6) during half term in October 2020, 
whilst children were home from boarding school.  
 
Young people’s responses provide a unique insight into what it is like as a young 
person in boarding school. Young people told us about the benefits and difficulties of 
living at school and being away from home. They told us what an average day looks 
like, and their favourite and least favourite parts of their day. Young people also 
provided their own perspective on the impact that boarding has had for their education, 
family relationships and wellbeing. Finally, young people gave their view on the 
opportunities that boarding has provided, and what they think life would be like if they 
did not go to boarding school. 
 

What is it like living at school? 
 
Young people spoke very positively about living at school, indicating that it can feel 
like a community or having an extended family. Young people frequently mentioned 
that they like being able to spend so much time with friends, and indicated that very 
close friendships are developed, particularly with those whom they share a dorm room. 
A few young people stated that their friends at school feel more like siblings. Although 
comments were overwhelmingly positive, a few young people described how it can be 
difficult being around others so often and not having much personal space. Young 
people we very positive about the staff in their boarding house, with some saying that 
these staff provide a caring, parental role, and that they feel very well supported while 
living at school. Several said they enjoy having more freedom than they would at 
home, as they are able to spend more time with friends and engage in different 
activities. However, some indicated that rules at boarding school could be stricter than 
at home, particularly in relation to screen time. They did not like that Netflix was limited 
and that phones are taken away at night. 
 
 
 

  



 

“[The matrons are] very helpful. It’s like having two different sets of parents. You can 
go to them for everything and they’re always there.” 

 
“It feels really nice. I don’t want to sound soppy, but it feels like a big family with lots 

of different people. It just does feel really nice, especially in the evenings when 
you’re going out with your friends and stuff to hang out and at tea-time when you’re 

all gathered on the table talking to each other.” 
 

 “I like the fact that I always have people around me who help me a lot when I 
struggle, although I don’t like that there are quite a few restrictions on things that you 
would be allowed to do at home, such as watch Netflix and rules such as only having 

your phones at certain points of the day.” 
 

“My favourite thing is being able to spend as much time as you can with friends, 
being able to hang out and do whatever you want, being able to relax and play 

sports or whatever you’re in to. They give you use of the facilities to do that, there’s a 
lot to do.” 

 

How do young people find being away from home? 
 
Some young people indicated that they miss home when at school; they miss being 
around family, seeing pets and the physical comfort of being in their own home. 
However, some said that they are often too busy to get home sick. Some go home 
most weekends, whereas others return home less frequently; those going home more 
regularly said that the time passes really quickly. A couple of young people stated that 
when they are at home, they miss school. Most young people said that being away 
from home has meant that family relationships have improved; being away from the 
stresses at home reduces pressure on young people and means that there are fewer 
arguments between family members. In terms of the time that families spend together, 
some young people stated that they now have more quality time together and make 
the effort when they are with each other. A few said that being at school has not 
changed the time they spend with families, as they primarily see their time at home as 
an opportunity to be alone and rest; they feel too tired to do much after working hard 
at school. Some older students said that the majority of their time at home is spent 
studying or catching up on schoolwork that they have fallen behind on.  
 

 
“I talk to my siblings more. We hardly ever argue. It’s better. It’s nice only seeing 

people for some time. When you are with your siblings for so long, you kind of argue 
and stuff. When you only see them for a bit, you miss them, you catch up and then 
you have to go again. It’s good and bad at the same time. There are good and bad 

things about it.” 
 
“It has given a space between me and the family. While things were tense at home 
before, since we have gone to boarding school it has been more relaxed. We come 

home every three weeks. That has allowed things to be calmer at home. Sibling 
relationships have become better as we aren’t together every day.” 

  

  

  



 

What is an average day at school like? 
 
We asked young people about their favourite and least favourite parts of their day. 
Answers were similar across students. Favourite parts of the day were largely split 
between the extra-curricular activities in which they participate, lunchtimes or the free 
time they have with friends in the evening. Waking up early in the morning and having 
rushed morning routines were what young people liked least, and a few indicated that 
there are lessons that they do not enjoy. Some indicated that the least favourite parts 
of their day are certain aspects of their routine that have been impacted by           
COVID-19, such as earlier mornings than usual due to staggered breakfasts or fewer 
activities to do. Some young people said they do not have a least favourite part of their 
day.  
 
 

 “The best bits are I get to learn new things and talk to my friends. I like learning 
things. My friends keep me happy. I don’t really have any bad bits about school, 

there isn’t really anything bad there. I’ve been able to learn a lot of practical things, 
like cleaning your house and stuff like that. I’ve come out of my shell. I have been 

able to open up more at school than I do at home.” 
 

“My favourite part of the day is probably either lunch or after school, because at 
lunch me and all my friends hang out with each other and after school because I get 
to watch Netflix! My least favourite part of the day is probably when we get woken 

up, I am NOT a morning person!” 
 

Has boarding school provided or prevented any 
opportunities? 
 
We also asked if young people feel that boarding school has provided them with more 
opportunities than they would otherwise have had, or if there are opportunities they 
feel they have missed out on. In this question and throughout the interview generally, 
young people believed that they have more opportunities within their education and in 
terms of having more activities available to them. They believed that there is a bigger 
variety of lessons compared to other schools and more support from teachers and 
older students if needed. Lots of students also recognised that they would not have 
been able to engage in as many extracurricular activities if they were not at boarding 
school. A few also indicated that boarding has offered them the opportunity to develop 
better friendships, and they receive more pastoral support than at previous schools. 
 
In general, young people did not feel like there were things they are missing out on or 
unable to do whilst at boarding school. However, a couple of students indicated that 
they would like some additional support in certain subjects, or that there are some 
activities that they are unable to participate in, including school clubs that are 
oversubscribed or weekend holiday/activities that they cannot afford to do with their 
school friends. Any other limitations that young people spoke about were primarily 
restrictions in place currently due to COVID-19, such as mixing with other boarding 
houses.  

  

  



 

 
“Because of being at boarding school, I can spend a lot more time with friends and I 

can always ask the teacher for help with homework... I wouldn’t have been able to do 
kayaking, or competitive activities with other houses, or overall have the opportunity 

to do so much more (drama plays, art and types of sport).” 
 

“The classes were bigger in my previous school... I struggled with writing and would 
fall behind and teachers wouldn’t notice, whereas now they pull me up on it quicker 

and they can ensure everyone is doing everything they need to be and that they 
understand everything.” 

 
 

Has boarding school impacted on young people’s 
wellbeing? 
 
Overall, young people said that boarding has had a positive impact on their wellbeing. 
For many, the experience has increased independence. Several said that being 
around others so much has increased their interpersonal skills. Many students stated 
that they feel much more confident than before they attended boarding school, as a 
result of being able to participate in lots of activities, socialise often and because of 
their achievements in school. Several also mentioned the role that pastoral support 
from staff and friends can play in maintaining wellbeing. Again, many feel that their 
friendships are stronger due to spending more time with each other at boarding school. 
In terms of the ways that boarding can have a negative impact on wellbeing, a few 
young people referred back to the negative feelings associated with homesickness. 
Some indicated that school life can be quite stressful; they noted that their workload 
can make them feel stressed and anxious. However, most noted that this is just part 
of school life and that they understand why they have been given this work.         
COVID-19 was mentioned as a stressful time for some young people.  
 
 
 
“It’s just much better. I feel just an improved person. In terms of wellbeing, hygiene, 
all of that. I’ve just got so much more organised and I can do stuff now that I couldn’t 

do before. I certainly think that my wellbeing has improved – everything.” 
 
“At first, some of my confidence disappeared but has now really come up. At the end 
of the last half term, I applied to be the year 9 prefect which I wouldn’t have done I 
don’t think if I had gone to the school in my area, as I would have been a lot more 

shy and lonely. It’s also good that most of my best friends are also boarders so when 
we have problems, we have a larger community that can always help you ... As long 
as you open up, people know you better and understand you better, so even if you 

put yourself out there and it doesn’t go so well, you don’t have to be scared. There’s 
a massive community reassuring you and they know you’ve tried your best and can 

suggest other things you could do instead.” 
 

 

  

  

  



 

“My time at boarding school has definitely had a positive impact on my wellbeing. 
There are so many people here who you can talk to if you have any issues without 

the pressure of stressing family out, as well as so many kind friends who even after a 
short period of time you could trust with your life. I love the fact there is such a 
schedule for how you run your days, as I enjoy knowing what I’m doing, when.” 

 
“Due to the prediction of good grades, I feel I have to keep working toward them 

which can be negative for my stress and the constant need to work. GCSE year has 
made it worse. It has been a happy and enjoyable time, but I feel like it does put 

stress on me, but I suppose it is like this at most schools.” 
 
 

How do young people picture their lives if they had 
not gone to boarding school? 
 
Most young people found this a difficult question to answer, but after some thought, 
all young people indicated that their life would be different in some way, with most 
thinking that it may not be as good if they had not attended boarding school. Some 
said that they would be doing less well academically, due to the support available to 
them at school. Some thought they would struggle with their studies. Some noted that 
they would not have been able to participate in as many activities and would not have 
discovered some of their hobbies. Young people felt that they would not have been 
happy remaining at home, or that their home situation would have remained difficult if 
they did not go to boarding school. Some also felt that they would not have as many 
friends, they would not be able to develop such close friendships, or they would be 
around children who are less of a good influence in their home communities. All of 
these things map onto what the young people told us in previous questions about how 
boarding has improved their confidence, access to opportunities, their family life, 
friendships and their education. 
 

 
“I don’t think it would have been good. I would have been a lot more worried. I 

wouldn’t have been able to come out my shell like I have and I wouldn’t have been 
able to focus on my studies as much as I have.” 

 
“I don’t think we would have as good family relationships, mother and son… we’d still 

be having arguments or fighting. I don’t feel I would be as close to my brother as I 
would like to be…” 

 
 
 
Overall, young people are very positive about their experience at school. Whilst there 
are some challenges, particularly given current COVID-19 restrictions, young people 
feel that boarding school has been a great support and provided opportunities that 
have led to better friendships, family relationships, achievements and wellbeing. 

  

  

  



 

Closing remarks 
 
Despite the difficulties that families have faced over the last year due to COVID-19, 
the 2019-2020 school year was exceptional for Boarding Chances for Children. Almost 
all students achieved the grades needed to continue to A-Levels, and all students have 
gone onto further studies of their choice. A-Level finishers did exceptionally well and 
have continued to university or are taking gap years before further study. Across all 
students, parents and carers provided overwhelmingly positive feedback about how 
being supported in a boarding place has improved children’s wellbeing, engagement 
in education and family relationships. The boarding environment, the opportunities it 
provides and the respite from difficulties at home means that children are happier, 
more confident, have better peer relationships, are achieving well and enjoying school 
more. Families are able to spend more quality time together and argue less. Parents 
also feel relieved pressure which helps them to be better able to care for their children 
(including other siblings in the home). We spoke to young people directly about their 
experiences of boarding for the first time in 2020, and their feedback reiterates and 
provides context to the improvements reported by parents. Young people value both 
the freedom and structure of school, as well as the opportunities to develop skills, 
hobbies and close friendships. These come together to increase their confidence, 
independence, achievement and, on the whole, improve wellbeing. We would like to 
say a big thank you to the young people, parents and carers who gave their time to 
providing feedback and sharing their views with Buttle UK. 
  
 
There were also multiple milestones in the Boarding Chances for Children programme 
in 2019-2020. This was the first year that new students started at schools that have 
become official partners with Buttle UK; a new memorandum of understanding 
between Buttle UK and partner schools ensures that 100% of children’s fees are 
covered between Buttle UK and the academic institution. Together, we also provide 
an additional 10% funding for school-related essential costs, which alleviates stress 
for families and provides funding for additional items and activities that children and 
families find themselves needing throughout the year. This means that, as the years 
go on and more children are supported by this full boarding package, the impact of the 
Boarding Chances for Children will become even greater. This year, more boarding 
places were funded through external fundraising than has been the case in recent 
years. Several successful media pieces, including coverage in the Times and an 
interview with one of our boarding students on This Morning led to Buttle UK receiving 
donations from members of the public and trusts specifically to support children in 
boarding. We are extremely grateful for this support. We are looking forward to the 
year ahead. In September 2020, 20 new students began receiving boarding support 
from Buttle UK, meaning that we will be supporting 102 students through the 2020-
2021 school year.  
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