
 

 

 
 

 
 
May 9, 2014 
 
Dear Parents,  
I am writing to share my perspectives on Capstone from two Capstone trips as a parent and ten years of 
talking with parents & students before & after their adventure.  Capstone is an incredibly exciting and 
much-anticipated rite of passage at TIS.  As such, it understandably raises many questions and some 
concerns for parents considering their child's upcoming experience.  The biggest questions fall into four 
areas:  locations (country, cities), family participation, the homestay, and helping kids prepare.  
 
In all areas, I believe that every decision should be guided by the concept of Capstone's uniqueness. 
When there are choices to be made, which choice leverages the unique opportunity that Capstone 
presents?  Which experience would be difficult for a child to get in another way?   
 
Capstone uniquely provides the opportunity for children to: 

• Be immersed with a local family and local peers in a culture they have studied  
• Develop a relationship with a host family and host sibling(s) in a way that is not possible to do in 

an afternoon or as a dinner guest 
• Develop independence and self-confidence by living away from their parents for one week and 

meeting many new people 
• Experience school in a different culture 
• Test and further develop their target language skills 
• Prepare for middle school by getting experience coming into a new school with mostly new faces 
• Experience all this in a specially constructed environment with a specially selected host school 

and host family.  
• Experience all this with caring friends and teachers nearby, yet not relying on their own parents.  

In that light:  
 
1. Location.  Since it's the host school that delivers most of the unique opportunity that is Capstone, I 
strongly believe that the location should be completely driven by the relationship with a host school.  A 
great host school is one that works with TIS teachers and staff to deliver a meaningful experience during 
the school day and with host families. Ideally, TIS will form relationships with great host schools for all 
three language tracks and Capstone trips will return to those schools every year. That is because the only 
thing better than a great host school is a great host school that knows us and works with us each year to 
improve the program for all students.  The collaborative relationship improves our kids' experience and, 
very significantly, allows TIS 5th grade teachers to focus on academics and program improvements rather 
than on the hundreds of hours of coordinating, communicating, organizing, and nudging that it takes for 
a new host school to provide what we need when we need it. Unfortunately it’s not always possible to go 
back to the same school - sometimes we try a host school and it’s not the right fit, or the school 
relationship has run its course. Taking that into account, TIS needs to work toward and cherish long-
term relationships.  
 
My oldest son was in the first class that went to Escuela Modelo in Mexico.  The families were 
accommodating and warm, the school was excited to have us, communicated well, and worked to help 
our kids integrate into their culture. Our great experience was outdone in the following years as TIS has 
returned to Escuela Modelo and our visits have become part of their community culture. Families are 
excited to host our students, and there is an active partnership between the TIS and Mexican teachers. 
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It's an amazing thing for our kids to be part of.  In contrast, my second son was on the Capstone trip to 
Spain in 2011. It was a whole different ballgame. Tough to find a school, difficult planning, difficult 
home stays, and a host community that was not nearly as engaged with our visit. The experience was not 
“bad”, yet the contrast was stark. 
 
Sometimes parents have a different vision for their child’s Capstone – perhaps they have already 
vacationed in Mexico, or don’t want to go to a certain part of China or Japan. Some parents in my older 
son’s class hadn’t wanted to go to Mexico because their child had been there on family vacations. After 
Capstone, they explicitly recognized that family trips were not relevant; Capstone is about children 
forming relationships and developing independence, and the location is completely secondary. Even for 
China and Japan trips, TIS cannot entertain parent requests for certain cities because the first order of 
business must be to find or return to a great host school.  With that singular focus, TIS has the 
experience to plan a trip that will help the fifth graders grow in their language and self-confidence, unlike 
any family travel ever could.  
 
2. Which family members should accompany the trip? As few as possible! Again, this comes down 
to focusing on what Capstone is uniquely good for:  growing kids' independence and cultural immersion 
away from their parents.  Fifth graders get more out of Capstone when only one parent and no siblings 
accompany the trip. The one parent provides emotional support and helps chaperone the group for 
safety.  When both parents and/or siblings go, then it becomes not about the 5th grader's experience. 
Even with our very considerate families, the 5th graders are outnumbered and other people's needs must 
be considered. In addition, it becomes easier for children to give up on the home stay and to seek the 
comfort of parents - after all, their family is having fun in the hotel. Family dynamics affect the planning, 
the travel, and the cultural week, and the child has less of that unique opportunity to grow and be 
independent.  
 
3. The home stay: just say yes!  What a unique opportunity for our children to grow personally and to 
truly experience another culture! How many times do we ask our children to really gather their internal 
resources, go out of their comfort zone, and live with another family? I believe that every child should do 
the home stay unless there is some very compelling medical or emotional reason not to. From what I've 
seen over so many years, the kids who do the home stay come home standing taller. For the others, there 
is always an asterisk to their Capstone and fifth grade experience. 
 
4. Practice & preparation.  The best thing parents can do is to show confidence in their child’s ability 
to have a successful Capstone homestay.  Give your child experiences such as: 

• Sleeping away from home with friends, at camp, & with a family they may not know well 
• Multiple days away from one or both parents 
• Houseguests who talk to them about what it's like to stay in someone else's home 
• Asking for directions, asking for help in stores without a parent nearby 
• Ordering in a restaurant by themselves 
• Making their own packing list for a trip and packing by themselves 
• Being responsible for their own stuff, writing their own thank you notes 

Overall, I believe that our role as Capstone parents is to help our children absorb everything they can 
from this unique experience. The planning, the trip and the reflection all go so fast - I hope you can really 
enjoy watching and helping your child navigate through it. 
 
Sincerely, 
Linda Bonder 
TIS Parent, Class of 2009 & Class of 2011 
TIS Marketing & Communications Director, 2005-2014 


