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Abstract  

An increasing evidence base describes how people working with trauma survivors 

may experience vicarious posttraumatic growth (VPTG). In this qualitative study, 

the experiences were explored of six counsellors working with current boarders in 

UK independent schools, and their experiences of personal change were 

considered through the lens of VPTG. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was used. Three themes emerged 

from the data: outside/inside; culture and expectations; parent+child. All six 

participants experienced growth corresponding with vicarious exposure to trauma. 

Implications for the theory of VPTG are discussed, and suggestions are made for 

the training and support of staff working with boarders, and for the care of boarders 

themselves.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

 

The idea of the elite British boarding school as a site for trauma has existed for a 

very long time, going back to Tom Brown’s School Days in 1857 (Hughes 2013). 

Lindsay Anderson’s 1968 film If satirised the hierarchical and violent world of the 

public school. Alongside negative presentations of boarding schools there have 

also existed some attractive depictions, such as ‘Malory Towers’ (Blyton 1948), and 

‘Hogwarts’ (Rowling 1997).  

 

Figures from the ISC suggest UK boarding is an attractive option currently for 

substantial numbers: 70,000+ children and young people in 485 schools (ISC 2015 

p.4). Around 85% board full-time, rather than flexi or weekly boarding. The figure for 

junior aged children in full boarding is nearly 50% (ISC 2015 p.17). The number of 

non-British boarders with parents overseas was 25,034, with 38% from China/Hong 

Kong (ISC p.18). This type of education is presented as ‘the best’ that parents can 

aspire to for their children, eg “today's discriminating and demanding parents will 

find that schools match their expectations, aiming to provide the very best 

environment in which a child can grow and learn” (BSA 2015).  

 

Most UK boarding schools’ websites mention ‘making friends for life’, hinting at 

access to the ‘Old Boys’ Network’. There has been increasing media attention given 

to the power and influence held by alumni of certain independent schools, and to 

the impact this may be having on British society and the wider world, eg Owen 

Jones’ The Establishment And How They Get Away With It (Jones 2014). This 
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scrutiny has included questioning of the effects of boarding school on the 

development of children and young people. 

 

There has also been a huge increase in awareness about abuse in boarding 

schools, resulting from the exposure of high-profile historic abusers, and from more 

recent cases, eg at Clifton College. The UK government publishes Boarding 

Schools: National Minimum Standards, aiming to “to safeguard and promote the 

welfare of children” (Great Britain Department for Education 2015b p. 4). Another 

government document Working Together to Safeguard Children (Great Britain 

Department for Education 2015a p. 1) states as part of its definition of ‘emotional 

abuse’: “it may feature age or developmentally inappropriate expectations being 

imposed on children” and it may include “preventing the child participating in normal 

social interaction” and “seeing or hearing the ill-treatment of another”. Journalist 

George Monbiot commented: “This practice offends no fewer than 11 articles of the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child... Yet it attracts scarcely a murmur of 

concern” (Monbiot 1998). 

Therefore, it seemed a suitable moment to throw some light onto how these 

particular children may be exposed to trauma, and to explore how their counsellors 

experience working with them. These professionals are uniquely placed to hear 

about the reality of boarders’ lives, compared to what is presented in the schools’ 

glossy brochures. Alongside describing their experiences of the effects on 

themselves, I hoped they would show the extent to which they were aware of PTG 

and VPTG as concepts, and also share their understanding of whether/how 

children are traumatised by the boarding experience. 
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Through this study, I had two aims: a) to add to the body of qualitative literature in 

the fields of boarding school trauma and vicarious posttraumatic growth; and b) to 

inform training for counsellors working in boarding schools, and to inform the 

schools themselves in how to support and care for their staff and pupils.  

	  

1.2  Boarding School Trauma 

 

For the purposes of my research, I focused on independent boarding schools in the 

UK. This meant my literature review put to one side the extensive body of 

publications around residential schools. These schools include those in Canada 

and Australia which were set up by colonial governments to forcibly remove 

indigenous children from the influence of their families and culture and assimilate 

them. Residential schools also include those in the UK for children with special 

needs, and state boarding schools. All these types of residential schools can be 

sites for trauma, but they are different in that they are not seen as a privilege or as 

elitist. 

 

The research base looking at issues around UK boarding from a psychological 

perspective is quite small and has only developed recently. In the countercultural 

climate of the 1960s, sociologists were interested in the public schools. A notable 

contribution was made by Royston Lambert and his team at Cambridge University. 

They lived in a total of 66 schools as researchers, experiencing all the day-to-day 

activities; interviewed staff and pupils; read confidential archives; and asked the 

children to keep diaries. Their analysis was published in 1970 (Lambert et al), and 

they also issued a book based around their collection of 12,000 children’s writings 

(Lambert and Millham 1968). In this book, they tried to ensure that the extracts 

were representative of the children and they “rigorously excluded the atypical” (p. 

6). The result is an amazing collection of rich data giving insight into the closed 



	   9	  

boarding world. Obviously it gives a picture of the 1960s, yet many issues such as 

living in a single-sex environment, living in a completely time-tabled institution, and 

separating from home are relevant today. Other sociological investigations included 

Walford (1986), Wober (1971) and Okely (1996). 

 

Historians have also been interested in British boarding schools. Gathorne-Hardy’s 

The Public School Phenomenon, 597-1977 (1977) gives an overview of their entire 

history. Chandos (1984) and Brendon (2005 and 2009) used archived letters to 

understand the experiences of boarders in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

 

The first publication to explore the boarding experience from a psychological 

perspective was Nick Duffell’s The Making of Them in 2000. His own experiences 

as a boarder and teacher in a boarding school led him, via personal therapy and 

men’s groups, to begin offering therapeutic workshops for “Boarding School 

Survivors’ in 1990. In 1994 he helped make a BBC film The Making of Them, and 

the international interest generated led him to write this book (Duffell 2000 p. 12).   

 

He developed the concept of the Strategic Survival Personality (p.236), which 

allows children to cope with the traumatic breaking of attachment bonds and the 

requirement to become ‘independent’ at a young age, but leads in adulthood to 

“living private, guarded, strategic lives, exiled from their emotional vitality, and 

internally dominated by the need to stay in control” (p. 52). This book is anecdotal 

and not an academic text, but it does build a plausible theory, based in the idea that 

whilst not all boarders will be traumatised, they all have to find ways to survive the 

experience. Duffell’s 2014 book Wounded Leaders focused on the political 

outcomes of elitist education. This is a partisan book, but it does have useful 

insights to add to the concept of boarding school trauma, eg from neuroscience and 

neurocardiology (p. 235-258).  
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In 2016 Duffell, with Thurstine Bassett, published a guide to therapeutic work with 

boarding school survivors. This practice-based book presents a model of 

Recognition, Acceptance and Change. There is a tantalising section headed 

‘Current research’ (Duffell and Bassett p. 182-185), focusing on two recent projects. 

Zuzana Kucerova, as part of an MSc at King’s, London, aims to investigate the 

impact of early boarding on emotional wellbeing in adulthood (Kucerova, 2015). 

The research proposal shows this is a quantitative study with 50 participants who 

boarded pre-age 13. Frustratingly, this work is not yet published, as it is the first 

quantitative investigation of boarding school trauma and is potentially very 

enlightening.  

 

The second research angle presented is from Olya Khaleelee, a corporate 

psychologist and organisational consultant. Assessing thousands of senior 

managers using psychological exercises, she noticed a pattern emerging in the 

results of those who had boarded pre-age 11. She suggests that although many of 

them used the word ‘resilient’ to describe the effect of having to be self-sufficient at 

an early age, “this is in stark contrast to their test results, which indicate that these 

early experiences have in fact damaged their resilience and have generated a 

significant imbalance between intellectual capacity and emotional intelligence” 

(Duffell and Bassett 2016 p. 185). Khaleelee’s most academically relevant, peer-

reviewed paper describes the results of using the Defense Mechanism Test 

(Khaleelee 2009). Whilst the case examples given are interesting, the literature 

suggests there are issues with the test’s reliability. For example, Saitner 

investigated “the construct validity of the DMT by comparing responses to it with the 

data from a battery of established psychological tests…To make the DMT an 
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effective diagnostic tool, further research on this topic is needed” (2004 p.153). So 

Khaleelee’s view ideally requires firmer foundations in further research. 

 

Apart from Duffell, the other prominent thinker on BST is the Jungian analyst Joy 

Schaverien. In a 2011 study, she proposed the term ‘Boarding School Syndrome’ to 

classify a cluster of symptoms and behaviours observable in many adult clients who 

were in early boarding. Her hypothesis was that sending children away from home to 

boarding schools, whilst considered a privilege, is also psychologically damaging: 

“Children sent away to school at an early age suffer the 
sudden and often irrevocable loss of their primary 
attachments; for many this constitutes a significant 
trauma. Bullying and sexual abuse, by staff or other 
children, may follow and so new attachment figures may 
become unsafe. In order to adapt to the system, a 
defensive and protective encapsulation of the self may 
be acquired; the true identity of the person then remains 
hidden. This pattern distorts intimate relationships and 
may continue into adult life.” (p.138)  

 

As data, she used her observations from clinical practice, as well as published 

testimonies, including some from psychoanalysts with personal experience of early 

boarding.  

She subsequently wished to carry out a more rigorous inquiry, identifying the gap in 

the literature dealing with the psychological impact of boarding schools, and also 

that relatively little had covered women’s experiences (Schaverien 2015 p.1). Her 

2015 book Boarding School Syndrome: the Trauma of the ‘Privileged’ Child’ aimed 

to give a research-based analysis to fill these gaps (p.1). She states she used her 

own case studies as the starting point, but it’s not clear whether they were 

conducted in a systematic way, eg pragmatic/adjudicated studies, which would 

enhance the credibility of her work (Vossler and Moller p. 202-3). She also says that 

observations from case material needed to be tested on other informants beyond 
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her own clients. Interview participants were recruited initially from acquaintances, 

then by snowballing. A questionnaire and semi-structured interviews were used (p. 

3). More detailed information would be useful (eg number of interviewees). Her third 

source of information was unsolicited testimony from a “large sample” of adults (p. 

3).  Finally, she adds that evidence from colleagues has informed the work, 

including from colleagues “who work as counsellors and psychotherapists in 

present-day boarding schools” (p.3). Evidence from present-day counsellors would 

be interesting to read, but Schaverien rarely talks explicitly about current boarders. 

Overall, this book is very useful in developing the hypothesis of Boarding School 

Syndrome, reframing children’s experiences under the following headings: 

Homesickness, Captivity, Homelessness, The Body, and Intimacy (p. 231-2). 

 

1.3  Vicarious Posttraumatic Growth 

In the late 20th century, attention began to be paid to how mental health 

professionals can be affected by working with trauma survivors. In 1982, Maslach 

defined the combination of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced 

personal accomplishment in professionals working with distressed people as 

burnout (Maslach 1982). Compassion fatigue described symptoms experienced by 

those helping specifically trauma survivors which resemble the symptoms of PTSD 

(Figley 1995). Vicarious traumatisation (VT) was a similar concept to these two, but 

it encompassed the painful psychological shattering of assumptions about oneself, 

other people and the world that happens almost inevitably from on-going exposure 

to traumatic material (McCann and Pearlman 1990).  Five keys areas were 

identified in which assumptions can become negative: trust, safety, control, esteem 

and intimacy (McCann and Pearlman 1990).  

In the last two decades researchers have become interested in the (ancient) idea 
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that as well as negative effects, humans can experience psychological growth as a 

result of struggling with life trauma. This phenomenon was termed posttraumatic 

growth (PTG), with the first book published specifically on this topic by Tedeschi 

and Calhoun (1995). In 1996, these two authors suggested five domains for PTG: 

personal strength, new possibilities, relating to others, appreciation of life, and 

spiritual change (Tedeschi and Calhoun 1996).  

Since then, studies have been conducted exploring the effects on professionals of 

working with a variety of traumatised clients, eg social workers in domestic abuse 

services (Goldblatt et al 2009); rape crisis counsellors (Clemans 2004); therapists 

working with traumatised children (Lonergan et al. 2004); social workers helping 

terror victims (Shamai and Ron 2009); interpreters working with asylum seekers 

(Splevins et al. 2010).  

In 2013, Cohen and Collens carried out a metasynthesis of findings from 20 

qualitative articles to explore within the framework of both VT and VPGT the impact 

of trauma work on trauma workers (Cohen and Collens 2013). This appears to be a 

good quality article: the review is firmly situated with regard to current 

understandings of the field, and the method is transparent, clearly setting out the 

criteria used for evaluating the quality of the reviewed studies, and stating the 

review’s limitations. The authors found that two processes  - VT and VPTG – 

resulted from challenge to the workers’ cognitive schemas due to shocking 

revelations from clients, and these processes seemed to be separate, though 

possibly linked (p. 577). The fact there can be coexisting negative and positive 

changes to schemas they suggest matches with Joseph and Linley’s idea (2008) of 

the self as a multifaceted structure, and leads to the question of whether “mutually 

exclusive (usually quantitative) investigations of either VT or VPTG are limiting our 

understanding of both these phenomena” (p. 577). The authors also noted: 
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“although successful coping with the emotional 
distress was mentioned as a potentially contributing 
factor to growth, it was also found that growth can 
occur while still feeling some level of distressing 
emotions.” (p. 577)  

 

Another outcome from the review was for the authors to recommend that 

institutions provide employees with support and help them use individual coping 

strategies for work-related distress (p. 577). They also noted that “specific types of 

trauma work may impact different schemas in different ways”, suggesting this as an 

area for future research. Finally, they found that “for VPTG to occur, trauma 

workers need to be exposed to their clients’ own growth” (p. 578), and suggest that 

VPTG is slightly different to PTG as it includes “specific aspects such as becoming 

a better professional, developing greater awareness of and becoming actively 

involved in promoting issues relating to social in/justice” (p. 578).  

In 2015, Manning-Jones et al published a systematic review of the literature on 

VPTG, choosing to include quantitative and qualitative studies whilst limiting the 

topic to VPTG, aiming to produce a more applicable set of results than Cohen and 

Collens (Manning-Jones et al p. 126). Their study has a clear focus, looking at 5 

domains which they felt were likely to encourage future research. It would have 

been helpful if they had included an evaluation of the quality of each publication 

they reviewed. An interesting point made was that other subtle differences seem to 

exist between PTG and VPTG: therapists reflected on the resiliency of humans in 

general, and reported spiritual broadening without personal belief changes (p. 130-

131). The authors suggested further research is needed on the relationship 

between therapeutic orientation and VPTG; between VPTG and resilience, which 

can be defined as “the ability to bounce back from or to resist the effects of 

apparently traumatic effects” (Calhoun and Tedeschi 2006 p.11); and between STS 

and VPTG. Limitations in the current literature were identified as follows: no 
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validated quantitative measure for VPTG exists; studies are limited with regard to 

sample size, longitudinal aspect, screening for personal trauma, and comparison 

between populations; studies did not discuss the validity of VPTG as a construct; 

results in the field are very mixed (p. 135). 

 

1.4  Literature Search 

Combinations of the following search terms were entered into the databases 

PsychINFO and Scopus: boarding, school, counsel*, vicarious, resilience, VPTG, 

trauma*. Articles were excluded if they were: a) not published in a peer-reviewed 

journal; b) not in English; c) did not relate to schools in the UK; d) were about ex-

boarders rather than current boarders. The number of articles left after exclusions 

was zero, pointing to a gap in the research literature.  

 

 

1.5  Methodology 

 

As a counsellor with an interest in trauma, I fall into the core interest group of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA): “people concerned with the human 

predicament” (Smith et al. 2009 p.5) IPA is a qualitative research approach which 

tries to engage with the reflections of people who have a major experience in their 

life, as they try to make sense of this experience. It is phenomenological as it is 

concerned with the flow of everyday lived experience, and interpretative because 

the accounts people give involve them trying to interpret what has happened to 

them, and the researcher also interprets these accounts. The aim of my study in 

essence was to explore how counsellors make sense of their experience of helping 

CYP who are themselves trying to make sense of a major life experience: being at 
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boarding school. Papers concerning ‘therapists’ experience’ are a small proportion 

of the IPA corpus (Smith 2011 p. 13) at 3%, suggesting that IPA can be suitably 

used to research this area, and that there is room for me to make a contribution. 

 

1.6  Formulation of the research question 

 

Initially I struggled to move beyond my general aim in exploring counsellors’ 

accounts of working with boarders to formulate a precise question. However, I 

found a key section in Smith et al about using Primary and Secondary questions: 

 

“Primary research questions in IPA are directed 
towards phenomenological material: they focus upon 
people’s understandings of their experiences. Such 
questions should be ‘open’ not ‘closed’, and should 
be exploratory not explanatory” (2009 p.47). 
 
 

They explained (p.48) it may be useful to have a Secondary question which is 

theory-driven and can only be answered at the interpretative stage:  

 

“These questions may engage with a theory, but 
they do not test it. Such analyses do need to be 
grounded in a more phenomenological account, 
which should usually be established first” (p. 48). 
 
 

This Primary-plus-Secondary approach seemed to fit with my wish to explore 

generally the experience of these counsellors and also view it through the lens of 

VPTG. Hence my questions:  

• Primary: How do counsellors in UK independent schools experience the 

effects on themselves of working with boarders?    

• Secondary: To what extent can any experiences of personal change in 

these counsellors be explained by the theory of VPTG? 
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Chapter 2 Method 

 

2.1  Planning for validity 

 

I was keen to produce a good quality study with as much validity as possible. I 

referred to Smith et al’s IPA: Theory, Method and Research (2009) for each stage 

of my dissertation, aiming to create a piece of research as close as possible to best 

practice. Smith’s 2011 paper gave very clear guidelines in a table: ‘What makes a 

good IPA paper?’ (p. 24). Brocki and Wearden’s 2006 paper critically evaluating 

IPA proved useful, and published IPA papers provided models, eg Rhodes and 

Smith (2010), Smith and Rhodes (2015), and others (IPA 2016).   

 

I read with interest Yardley’s criteria for assessing quality and validity in qualitative 

research (Smith et al 2009 p 180-183): sensitivity to context; commitment and 

rigour; transparency and coherence; impact and importance. My assessment of 

how far I achieved validity against these criteria is given in Chapter 4. 

 

2.2  Ethics 

 

I used the following sources for guidance on relevant ethical issues: Bond (2004 

and 2015) and the University of Nottingham (2010), aiming to achieve a “healthy 

balance between doing what is required… and taking personal responsibility for … 

ethical judgment and actions” (Bond 2015 p.102). As an accredited member of 

BACP planning to interview professional counsellors, I wanted to pay attention not 

only to the UoN Guidelines but also to BACP’s Ethical Guidelines for Researching 

(Bond 2004).   
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Bond’s Ethical Checklist (2015 p.113-114) provided a useful framework, built 

around five principles:  

 

• Integrity 

• Rigour 

• Respect 

• Being trustworthy 

• Responsibility          (Bond 2015 p.103). 

 

He also provided a useful reminder that ethical awareness needed to be at the 

forefront throughout the research process, not just at the Proposal stage. 

 

The BACP Guidelines explain “research integrity requires a robust ethical 

commitment to fairness, honesty and competence” (Bond 2004 p. 9). For me this 

involved staying open to whatever I discovered and trying not to be biased.  

 

For my research to have Rigour, I needed to take my supervisor’s advice on 

formulating an appropriate design, so as to avoid “muddle and carelessness”, and 

the principal of Respect means “showing respect for the rights and dignity of 

participants” (Bond 2015 p. 105). The BACP Guidelines state “the avoidance of 

harm to research participants should be the overriding ethical concern” (Bond 2004 

p.6).  

 

Being trustworthy is a familiar concept for me as a counsellor, so it was useful to be 

warned that “research adds to the challenges of being trustworthy because it 

carries with it the potential conflict of interest for the researcher between the best 
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interests of the participant and obtaining the best research findings” (Bond 2015 

p.107).  

 

The principal of Responsibility relates to how research findings are communicated, 

and includes thinking about the appropriate ways to inform different audiences, and 

about the impact on the well-being of society. The BACP also mentions the 

researcher’s  responsibilities to self: “to ensure personal safety and an entitlement 

to be treated ethically” (Bond 2004 p.11).  

 

An information sheet and consent form were provided for all participants (see 

Appendix A and B). Drafts of these were tested on a counsellor with a similar 

background to the participants. It was vital that the identities of participants were 

completely protected. Therefore the information sheet included a reminder not to 

use a school email address to contact the researcher. It would also be important not 

to publish any identifying material about CYP clients of the participants. If any child 

protection concerns were raised as a result of the research, I would follow statutory 

requirements for disclosure. This was made clear in the Information Sheet. 

 

The discussion of personal experiences in depth had the potential to be distressing 

to the participants. The Participant Information explained this could happen and 

encouraged the interviewees to take responsibility for their own self-care by 

approaching their supervisor if necessary. The interviews were expected to be 

about an hour long, but I set aside sufficient time so there was an opportunity to 

support interviewees afterwards if required. 

 

I was ‘lone working’ when interviewing participants face-to-face, mostly in their own 

homes. The UoN Safety Guidelines (University of Nottingham 2013) were used to 

inform arrangements. There was a possibility the interviews could bring up difficult 
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feelings for me as a researcher, so it was helpful to know I had support available 

from my personal therapist and clinical supervisor. 

 

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Nottingham. 

 

2.3  Recruitment of participants 

 

Snowballing and opportunistic contact were used to recruit participants. I asked 

professional contacts to pass on the details to their own contacts. I trawled boarding 

school websites and contacted any counsellors who were named. I also emailed 

contributors to the BACP’s CYP Journal who mentioned they counselled boarders 

or supervised counsellors who did.  

 

Initially the only information given was that I was studying for an MA in the School 

of Education at UoN, and looking to interview counsellors in UK independent 

schools about their own experience of counselling boarders and how it may have 

affected them. A dilemma arose when I interviewed the first participant. I did not 

disclose to her that my MA was actually in Trauma Studies until we’d finished 

recording. She exclaimed: “If you’d told me that, you’d have had a different 

interview!” I had to choose whether to inform the rest of the participants my 

research related to trauma. The issue seemed to be that by not disclosing, I’d be 

leaving the conversation more ‘open’, which for IPA is helpful. However, by 

disclosing I would more likely receive accounts relevant to my second research 

question. There is also an ethical dimension regarding informed consent. Turning to 

Smith et al, I read: “It is normal practice to let the participant know the type of topics 

to be covered” (2009 p. 53). Whilst wishing to focus my attention on the 

participants’ “key ‘objects of concern’” (2009 p. 46), it was also important to bear in 

mind my own need to focus on boarding school trauma, because “researchers 
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direct their attention towards different features of the participants’ world” (2009 p. 

46). Also, my participation in a Trauma Studies course is in the public domain on 

my website, and thus accessible to fellow professionals. I therefore decided to 

mention ‘Trauma Studies’ in the conversation before recording. 

 

I aimed for six participants as a practical maximum. Seven offered to take part, of 

whom one was discounted, having only seen one boarder. I was aiming for a fairly 

homogenous group, to have as uniform as possible a set of participants. This would 

allow me to “examine in detail psychological variability within the group, by 

analysing the pattern of convergence and divergence which arises” (Smith et al p. 

50). 

 

The six potential participants formed a fairly uniform group: all female and in mid-

life; no ex-boarders; three in the South of England, three in the Midlands/North. No 

further detail is given to protect confidentiality. 

 

Information was collected from participants to help with analysis: 

 

• own educational background;  

• extent/type of training;  

• whether they saw only current boarders; 

• age-range of their clients; 

• cultural mix of their clients; 

• length of time as a counsellor. 

 

2.4  Development of interview schedule  

 

Interviews were planned to be semi-structured, starting with an open-ended core 
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question: ‘Please tell me what it has been like for you working with boarders?’ The 

aim was to produce rich data without pushing the participants in any particular 

direction.  The danger with such an open approach was the data produced would 

not address my secondary research question about VPTG, so I created a set of 

prompts to use if the participant made no mention of anything relating to positive 

change. These prompts were based around different aspects of growth, but were 

phrased in a neutral way, ie not asking specifically about positive change.  

After the first interview, in which the idea of trauma was not mentioned at all, I 

decided to add a final prompt question about what the concept of boarding school 

trauma meant to the participant. This was to help contextualize the rest of the 

interview and inform any recommendations. The schedule is given in Appendix C.  

 

2.5  The interview process and data recording 

 

Participants were invited to face-to-face individual interviews with the researcher, 

which were audio-recorded. The interviews lasted around one hour and took place 

at a time and place convenient to the participant. Interviews were one-to-one and 

face-to-face to maximise rapport and sensitive responding.   

 

Notes were made after each interview, reflecting on my interaction with the 

participant, as suggested by Smith et al (2009 p. 73), contextualising the data and 

adding reflexivity, to feed into the analysis stage. 

 

A verbatim transcript of each recording was made. Transcripts were sent out to the 

participants to allow any changes they would like and address any anxieties around 

confidentiality. In response to some participants’ concerns, some changes were 

made to make the phrasing less identifiable to an individual institution. 
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To increase transparency, Appendix D gives an extract from one transcript, 

showing the style of questioning. 

 

2.6  Reflexivity 

 

Reflexivity is crucial to conducting research effectively as it helps us “realise the 

effect of our subjectivity on every phase of research” (Vossler and Moller 2015 p. 

37. As a counsellor, I am used to the idea of the importance of self-awareness, of 

noticing what is ‘my stuff’ and what is the client’s. Smith et al’s description of IPA 

made sense to me:  

 

“The researcher…only has access to the participant’s 
experience through what the participant reports about 
it, and is also seeing this through the researcher’s own, 
experientially-informed lens…[IPA] combines a 
hermeneutics of empathy with a hermeneutics of 
‘questioning’ (2009 p.36). 

 

 

It was therefore important to understand what had contributed to my ‘own 

experientially-informed lens’. There are several relevant aspects of my experience: 

 

• as a counsellor who has worked with bereaved CYP; 

• as a teacher in a boarding school for two years; 

• as a qualified counsellor currently teaching part-time in an independent day 

school;   

• aged 10, being moved from a state primary to a private girls-only day 

school; 

• my on-going interest in Boarding School Trauma and active involvement 

with this issue eg writing on-line articles;  

• counselling several ex-boarders in private practice. 
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From April-Sept 2016 I attended BSS’s course ‘The Un-making of them’, 

concurrently to conducting the interviews. This provided a complex set of 

perspectives simultaneously: from the interviewees; from the ex-boarder therapist-

trainees on the course; from the tutors; and from the therapist-trainees educated 

like me in day schools. The insights I gained were incredible, including some 

powerful countertransference reactions.  

 

I explored in personal therapy my choice of this topic in the light of the above 

experiences, so I could access insight into my own assumptions, background and 

behaviour, aiming be a researcher who “approaches the phenomenon under 

investigation with an open mind and brackets off any existing knowledge or ideas 

until the stage of interpreting the data” (Harris 2009 p.175).   

 

2.7  The sequence of analysis 

 

IPA appealed to me as an approach because it mirrored my way of working as a 

therapist. The client’s expression of their experience takes centre-stage and I try to 

engage with this so they experience UPR. At the same time I try to have a parallel 

awareness via a theoretical ‘lens’, and the relationship between myself and the 

client is co-created and productive. IPA combines the Phenomenological aspect (= 

the client’s experience) with the researcher’s Interpretation (= the therapist’s 

empathic response plus theoretical awareness) in the process of analysis (= the 

therapeutic relationship). Therefore my sequence of analysis needed to be 

respectful of each participant’s experience and expression, whilst using an 

appropriate amount of my personal input. 

 

I followed Smith et al’s “’steps to analysis’”(2009 p.82-103): 
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• Reading and re-reading; 

• Initial noting - descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual comments; 

• Developing emergent themes; 

• Developing clustered themes - using abstraction, subsumption, polarisation 

and numeration; 

• Developing super-ordinate themes; 

• Developing master themes - table plus mini-quotes; 

• Developing condensed master themes - inside/outside; parent+child; culture 

and expectations. 

 

The practicalities of analysis are described next. To carry out initial noting, I used 

coloured pens to annotate a print-out of the transcript down the right-hand margin. 

Occasionally I experienced an urge to draw images/diagrams on a separate sheet 

as part of the conceptual process (see Appendix F). I wrote emergent themes in 

black down the left-hand margin, then typed them as a list. Cut into individual strips, 

these were moved around on a surface as I searched for connections. Four ways of 

clustering the themes were used: abstraction (putting like with like); subsumption 

(an emergent theme helps to bring together related themes as a heading itself); 

polarisation (noticing oppositional relationships); and numeration (noticing the 

frequency of a theme). The clusters were then grouped in a similar way into super-

ordinate themes.  

 

Each transcript was processed individually before moving on, aiming to pay 

attention to the individuality of each participant’s account. This involved trying to 

bracket off what I’d heard from and thought about the previous participant, so each 

person’s unique themes could emerge. This became increasingly difficult with each 

transcript. I found it helpful to bear in mind that each participant should theoretically 
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be able to read my list of her emergent themes and recognise her own concerns. 

This idea helped me stay close to each person’s individual experience. After 

processing all the transcripts, I looked for patterns across them.  

 

To enhance validity, I was keen to employ this strategy: “The use of supervision, 

collaboration, or audit to help test and develop the coherence and plausibility of the 

interpretation” (Smith et al 2009 p. 80). I asked my supervisor to be involved at two 

points. He examined two of six annotated transcripts, firstly after I’d developed the 

emergent themes, and again when I’d clustered the emergent themes into super-

ordinate themes. He reported back that the analysis for the clustered themes 

appeared “rigorous”, and that the processing into super-ordinate themes seemed 

“reasonable”. He also suggested it could be helpful to collapse these in a further 

stage of analysis (Joseph 2016), advice I followed. The stages of analysis are 

shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: stages of moving from Emergent Themes to Condensed Master Themes 
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In the process of merging into Condensed Master themes, two Master themes were 

reconsidered. These were:  

• The counsellor’s feelings 

• Own experience enables understanding. 

Because ‘Own experience enables understanding’ was a theme for only one 

participant, I chose to leave this out. ‘The counsellor’s feelings’ was a theme for half 

the sample, so it seemed important to recognise this. However, I felt these 

expressions of feeling were all dependent on factual content. I therefore decided to 

choose extracts illustrating the range of feelings, without adding this in as a Master 

Theme, to streamline my results section. Later, I began to worry that by sidelining 

emotions in preference to more ‘rational’ categorising, I was potentially mirroring the 

ingrained process of the boarding school itself! So I included in Appendix J a 

graphical presentation of the frequency of different feelings mentioned in these 

three participants’ emergent themes, to do justice to their importance. 

 

To increase the transparency of the analytical process, I’ve included examples of 

the various stages as appendices: 

E - example of an annotated transcript; 

G - example of one participant’s clustered themes; 

H - table of Master and Super-ordinate Themes; 

I - table of Master Themes and Condensed Master Themes. 

 

Figure 2 shows the way the seven Master Themes were merged into three 

Condensed Master Themes. 
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Figure 2: the merging of Master Themes into Condensed Master Themes 
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Chapter 3 Results 

 

Here I present the results of my Primary and Secondary research questions. My 

findings present the counsellors making sense of their experiences, and I show the 

similarities and differences amongst this homogenous group. 

 

3.1  Condensed Theme 1: Outside/inside 

 

3.1.1 The Professional 

 

This Master theme applied to all six counsellors. They all come into school from 

outside as well-qualified professionals, and describe interactions at different levels: 

with the school as an institution, characterised by the Senior Management Team 

(SMT); with the staff, both teaching and pastoral; with the parents; and with the 

children, both their clients and the other students.  

 

All of the counsellors reported a sense of achievement in developing the school 

counselling service, and felt appreciated to different degrees. Jane seems to have a 

very positive relationship with the SMT: “I am assured by my line-manager [.] that 

the impact has been profound” (l.280-2). She links this to a sense of professional 

satisfaction: “I feel as though I’m doing something really valuable and worthwhile” 

(l.286). Lucy talks about her relationship with the SMT thus: “I feel appreciated: if I 

have any ideas they do listen” (l.322). However, when she meets with the pastoral 

team to discuss individuals, she reports that her opinion isn’t always listened to: “I 

feel frustrated sometimes, or…almost deskilled in a way, that what I’m saying is not 

important enough” (l.129).  
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Holly mentions being proud of a particular aspect of her work: “I organise young 

people to listen to each other, and a lot of people would like us not to do it” (l.290-

1). The effect is to make her feel more determined to carry on. This resistance from 

the school to having children talking in groups has also been encountered by Anne. 

Whilst the SMT recognised her professional credibility, they got very anxious about 

group work. Anne was able to use her supervisor’s experience to push ahead and 

now “they’re happy to take advice or guidance in a way. But they obviously always 

have to have the last say” (l.343-4). These last two examples illustrate the power 

dynamics inside boarding schools, which are strongly hierarchical. There can be a 

mistrust of young people organising together as a supportive collective, and tension 

around the limits of the counsellor’s influence.  

 

Rebecca experiences a more difficult response from her SMT: “They are almost 

afraid of counselling. [.] Some of them blame it. ‘If you didn’t build it, then they 

wouldn’t come.’ They don’t wanna know, actually. [.] Until you’ve got a child who 

...has tried to commit suicide. [.] Then they love you!” (l. 420-35). We can hear the 

sarcasm in her voice, masking a sense of disillusion and frustration, feelings which 

featured often in her interview (Appendix J). As the lone counsellor, “It’s quite 

isolating. [.] You’re definitely on a desert island. My supervisor obviously has been 

the saviour” (l.102-3). Her metaphors convey an almost desperate situation. 

 

The counsellors are all aware of bringing in specialist knowledge, for example, 

about child development and mental health. They see their psycho-educative role 

as very important. Holly says: “I always talk about the whole of them – mind, body 

and spirit, and working out ways of addressing all those needs.” (l. 389). Anne 

describes holding information sessions for parents around children’s stress: “It was 

kind of interesting [.] because they hadn’t thought about their own role in what was 

happening” (l. 54). Four of the participants were anxious about their clients’ futures. 
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This included expressions about their mental health in adulthood, and about the 

effect they might have on others, eg Lucy: “I do worry that some of these young 

people are going out there into responsible roles, when they’ll be making big 

changes to the world, won’t they?” (l.526-7). 

 

Next, we hear Lucy passing on her knowledge of what’s normal, expressing shock 

at the lack of emotional awareness in other staff, and feeling rather isolated in her 

role:  

 

“As a counsellor you know [.] how it’s affecting that 
person in more depth than the staff do sometimes. 
I had a young man whose dad died, and he’d 
been very unhappy since, ‘cos he’s grieving. And 
then a member of staff said: ”Do you think he’s 
putting it on now? Just to get attention?” And that 
really annoys me when they say that. And I said: 
”No, he’s grieving. He’s [.] really hurting. He’s lost 
his dad.” [laughs] [.] They look at more the 
educational side. ‘Let’s get on with things.’ And I’m 
there for the emotional side of things. But I feel 
like I’m the only one that is, sometimes!” (l.166-
74). 

 

 

These counsellors know what is normal in the outside, non-boarding world, and can 

recognise differences inside the boarding school: “It’s a different life for them than a 

lot of the day girls who go home, and do [.] normal things that teenagers would do” 

(Anne l.140-1). Here Anne is describing an apathy among the full-time boarders 

who don’t take the chance to go out of school even when they are allowed to. This 

correlates with the abnormal lack-lustre energy I was surprised to notice among the 

adolescents when I first became a teacher in a boarding school.  

 

Oatcake, Anne and Lucy describe what they notice about boarders compared to 

day students: “It’s almost as though there’s a..a wariness of being dependent on 

other people. And so they kind of shut themselves out, off, in a way, so they 
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become more insular, more…um self-reliant, than students in other situations.” 

(Oatcake l.318-40).  

 

“I see quite a lot of 14,15 year olds, which, if you think about developmental stages 

of teenagers, boarding makes that, sometimes they’ve got no idea how they fit into 

anywhere, ‘cos it’s a boarding school as opposed to: “How do I fit into my family?”” 

(Anne l.498-501).  

 

“I find young people that have boarded before very often cope well with the 

boarding, but have distant relationships with their peers. And sometimes find it hard 

to …not hard, but they’re quite happy being distant sometimes. It’s almost like they 

just get on with it [.] …Well, there’s not that attachment” (Lucy l.16-20).  

 

Another aspect to this Theme is the counsellors’ own sense of themselves as 

ethical practitioners. All of them mentioned issues around boundaries and 

confidentiality/trust. There is potential for misunderstanding around the need for 

confidentiality, and tension can be heightened because of the school’s position in 

loco parentis. Holly articulates this difficulty and the effect on her: “If colleagues 

understand confidentiality, there isn’t a problem. If they don’t, [.]  there’s a lot of bad 

feeling. [.] So I do feel a bit um protective of the children. [.] There can be a bit of 

tension, but…[.] that’s what you take on” (l.135-43). Her repetition of the word 

‘feel(ing)’ suggests that she is the one who is comfortable handling the emotional 

side, and understands that wrestling with boundary issues is part and parcel of 

ethical work with young people. There’s a hint of the maternal in her use of 

‘protective’, which we will see more of later. 
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3.1.2   Outside/inside 

 

With the idea of boundaries, we come to the next Master Theme: Outside/inside. 

The counsellor is essentially an outsider crossing the boundary into a closed world, 

bringing their own professional and cultural perspective. Five counsellors have 

clustered themes ‘The outsider’ or “Outside/inside’. Two use the same metaphor: 

‘the bubble’. Holly, working in two boarding schools, says: “If I were in the one 

school, I’d just be [.] in the one little bubble. Whereas I can see it from a different 

perspective. [.] It’s good to take the good things from one, and perhaps inject them 

into the other school” (l. 339-40). She values her freedom to come and go and 

uses a medical metaphor to suggest her sense of bringing healing. Lucy 

experiences the bubble differently: “It’s almost like they’re in a little bubble, ‘cos all 

the staff live on the premises with their families. [.] It took me a long time to feel 

included” (l.202-6). There’s also a way in which Lucy values being an outsider: “I 

don’t get into the school politics. I try to keep on the outside” (l.162). She explains 

that this gives her the independence to represent the children’s interests, and uses 

an embodied, down-to-earth metaphor to express her self-employed status: “I have 

my fingers in a lot of pies” (l.481).  

 

Anne, whose father was an immigrant from a stigmatised ethnic minority, has 

a different experience of being an outsider: 

 

“I was wondering how I would go in with my [.] 
frame of reference, compared to the school itself. 
[.] I thought I wasn’t good enough, which was a 
part of my cultural history. [.] That’s been really 
good, to change my own beliefs about myself. I 
think I went in there slightly like: “Will I be found 
out? Will they know about my background?” And 
yet, what I did know, but found much more 
comfortable now, is my expertise, my knowledge, 
my experience, that actually is very respected. [.] 
So here was I, going into a boarding school [.] 
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thinking: ‘Here am I!’ And actually I feel very 
comfortable in there now.”  (l.155-7, 548-56)   
 

Anne’s encounter with the privileged elite unexpectedly changed her self-esteem 

profoundly. The significance of the transition is suggested in the Biblical phrasing 

of ‘Here am I!’  

 

The counsellors talk about the impact of the children being ‘inside’. For Rebecca, 

the overtones of this word are a reality: “It’s prison, for a lot of them” (l.236). She 

sees this aspect as difficult for the young people, coming on top of their loss of 

family support. Lucy uses the same metaphor again: “It’s like being in a 

bubble….and I suppose counselling for these students is the only way they can let 

things out. There’s no freedom” (l.283-5). The counselling room itself becomes an 

‘inside’ place, where there’s safety and freedom from the ‘outside’ world of the 

school. Anne describes a place where children find “your own space and your own 

time, and nobody’s going to tell you what to do or how to do it and when to do it” 

(l.258-9). However, she is puzzled about whether what the clients receive is 

necessarily counselling, or more like special one-to-one time, which they crave.  

 

Finding a safe space is mentioned often. The boarding school presents itself as a 

safe place for children to grow up, and four interviewees mentioned that some 

children value the safe haven it provides. Anne experienced what she calls a ‘big 

learning’ about this:  

 

“In the past I didn’t think boarding was a good idea. 
[.] Actually for a lot of the girls I work with, what they 
value is the consistency and the regularity of the 
support that they get as boarders that they wouldn’t 
get back in their family homes. In fact, some of them 
are positively better off as boarders” (l.197-205).  
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Holly calls it “posh fostering”, and says the children “find peace” at school (l.517-9). 

Lucy uses the term “sanctuary” (l.379), a solemn word suggesting just how 

desperate some students are. 

 

For some boarders, though, when there are difficulties with teaching staff, because 

the children don’t get to leave, “they’re not getting that distinction – for the rest of the 

time you’re ok, you’re safe, you’re happy [at home]” (Oatcake l.505). Lucy points out 

that despite the massive lovely grounds, “some of them actually talk about feeling 

claustrophobic, [.] having people in your face all the time” (l.291-2).  

 

The theme of Outside/inside also relates to the idea of the surface versus 

underlying reality. The counsellors are uniquely positioned to access the 

child’s internal world. Both Anne and Jane mention the boarders present a 

‘surface’ to the world. Anne was surprised to find that “underneath the 

persona, they’ve got the same issues as any other young person” (l.169). 

Jane sees this from a different angle: 

 

 “What a lot of them appear to do is learn to 
put on a false façade.[.] ‘My heart inside is 
breaking. I am so unhappy.’ [.] I hear that in 
this room quite regularly. And yet they 
daren’t tell their parents, and most of the 
teaching staff are unaware of it” (l.558-78).  
 
 

Jane describes two individuals who told her this in encounters so affecting 

they have stayed with her for a decade.  

 

3.2  Condensed Theme 2: Culture and expectations 

 

3.2.1  The foreign students 
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We next encounter another set of outsiders – the foreign students. Five participants 

have this master theme. The interaction with these students and their different 

cultures proves a fertile ground for the counsellors to experience change in 

themselves, and some strong reactions.  

 

Holly identifies the experience of learning about them as a benefit: “Just accepting 

different cultures, different ways of doing things. I just find it really interesting” (l.78). 

She is concerned about the language/cultural barrier which hinders pastoral care:  

 
“If they speak Cantonese, we haven’t a clue 
what they’re saying to each other, and there 
could be a lot of bullying going on. [.] There’s 
sort of standards and hierarchy and because 
the school doesn’t understand, [.] there can 
be a lot of stuff going on that is not noticed, 
and that could be traumatic” (l.508-14). 

 

Rebecca gives a sensory description of one client bringing her special tea from his 

homeland.  She finds this sort of interaction “enriching” (l.368) and explains: “It’s 

part of their culture, their being, and they’re just wanting to share, and want you to 

understand” (l.364-5). She consciously makes an ethical choice to accept the gifts 

to meet the child’s needs.  

 

Rebecca’s openness to cultural difference contrasts with what Anne sees in her 

school, where there’s a sense that different cultures just cannot understand each 

other, and Asian boarders are put in segregated accommodation, separate from the 

British girls. Some Asians have expressed to Anne that “they always feel different, 

feel isolated” (l.420). How the school handles cultural differences is one of Anne’s 

reasons for feeling ‘uncomfortable’ (Appendix J). 
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Jane expresses admiration for how the foreign boarders cope in a new culture and 

language: “I find myself hugely respectful of those young people” (l.184), and her 

exposure to different cultures contributes to a change: “I do feel more open-minded, 

more interested, more educated, and I feel as though I’m very aware of how much 

there is I don’t know” (l.448-50). 

 

Oatcake also notices she appreciates “more of the diversity of the world” (l.79), and 

has experienced a change in herself over the years. Initially she found the language 

barrier difficult, but over time she benefited from learning different skills. She uses a 

metaphor of getting out of automatic pilot (l. 98) to express her increased sense of 

mastery. “Now obviously I’ve grown in confidence and it’s not a scary thing to do 

any more” (l.253-4).  

 

3.2.2  Money and expectations 

 

This master theme applies to three participants: Anne, Rebecca and Holly. Many of 

Anne’s expressions of ‘surprise’ (Appendix J) are linked to her encounter with the 

culture of the rich. She talks about the huge expectations on the boarders to 

succeed and on the school to make this happen, because of the huge fees. She 

states: “There’s no language around failure” (l.80), and “Some parents think that 

they pay for something, they’re gonna get it, regardless [.] That’s been quite a 

surprise to me, that people can stay so doggedly rigid” (l. 516-8). She feels she has 

had her eyes opened to the entitlement that wealth brings. 

 

Rebecca has strongly negative reactions to this entitlement. As well as stating 

“money is a terrible thing” (l.252), she experiences intense frustration (Appendix J) 

encountering this privileged outlook:  
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“Sometimes you wanna shake them, and 
bring them back to, to life. You know, this is 
not the way the world is. It might be in their 
hemisphere, [.] but actually, on a whole, this 
is not the way the world is. So, yeah, I do 
sometimes share with them what the real 
world is like” (l.275-81).  
 
 

Her language suggests that these young people are not fully alive somehow, and 

her use of ‘hemisphere’ has overtones of neuroscience, as if they are only living 

from one half of their brains. Rebecca also feels frustrated about the compromises 

around staffing she witnesses:  

 

“At the end of the day, in the private sector, 
it’s all about money. It’s a business. [.] It’s 
complex…That’s frustrating for me. Because I 
see it that…if you have really at heart, you 
know, the child, the concerns of the child, I 
mean…..Yeah, it’s difficult” (l.292-310).  

 
 
She tails off, as if representing the impossibility of squaring this circle. 

 

 

3.2.3  What really matters 

 

Holly also experiences the boarders as deprived, despite their huge wealth: 

 

“They might have lots and lots of money, but [.] 
a lack of love. So I will come home and sort 
of…hug my children a bit more. [.] I don’t view 
people with a lot of money as having it all. And 
sort of, hopefully, talking to my children about 
going below the surface, looking deeper, and 
it’s who the person is that’s important, and love 
is really important” (l.161-9).  

 

We see how she describes wanting to be physically closer to her own children, and 

hear an echo of the surface/underlying reality theme. She also attributes a change 
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in her values to working with boarders: “My belief system is stronger - love and 

listening to people and not controlling them” (l.266).  

 

Another participant who attributes spiritual change to working within the boarding 

school is Oatcake: “becoming more responsive generally, which I think has rubbed 

off on other areas of my life. [.] And that’s simply because working with the 

boarders, there is that immediate need, that has to be fulfilled” (l.337-42). She 

works in a school with a distinctive religious ethos, which she feels has an 

intensified effect as it is lived 24/7 by boarders and staff:  

 

“The genuine love and care that they have 
for students, I’ve picked up on. And so that 
has had an impact on me personally, 
because I’ve felt that directed towards me 
as well. [.] Over the years I’ve sort of 
brought that into the way I work” (l.326-31). 

 

 

3.3   Condensed Theme 3: Parent+child 

 

In this section we move into the more intimate space concerning the parent and 

child relationship. My title is written as a single word to convey a sense of the 

importance of this close bond.  

 

3.3.1  The parent-substitute 

 

 The boarding school is an institution explicitly offering itself as a substitute for the 

real parents, and all six counsellors chose to talk about the realities of this. The 

confusing nature of an institution trying to parent hundreds of children and young 

people is brought out. Exactly how close and how warm is this relationship 
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supposed to be? And which of the staff exactly are supposed to be doing this 

parenting? What does ‘in loco parentis’ actually mean? 

 

Oatcake’s language (underlined) shows this ambiguity: “With boarders um I, the 

school is in loco parentis in a sense, and so there is always that element of ..care, 

which is more personal to the student if they’re boarding” (l.101-2). She also 

articulates the delicate nuances for her around the relationship between house-

parents and children, and matrons and children:  

 

 “I suppose they to some extent are treating me a little 
bit like say a house-parent or something like that. And I 
have to be careful to make sure there is that distinction 
between the caring and the help even in the therapy 
that I do with them. [.] I have to make sure that they 
understand the difference between work that they do 
with me and the work, what they might do when they’re 
talking to matron or whatever. [.] I think the difference is 
that I can’t be their friend.[.] It has to have that slight 
professional detachment, and yet I still have to be able 
to show them that I do care about them [.] Whereas the 
pastoral staff in school I think are more like relatives 
and friends in their way that they deal with them. It’s 
only a slight difference, but it is a difference” (l.121-47).  

 
 

Jane says she is troubled [Appendix J]: “I think to myself we’re expecting school 

staff to somehow or other parent a child and I don’t think we’re supposed to be 

doing that, and we’re not the parent, you know” (l. 201-4). Again, the pronouns 

suggest some difficulty with knowing who is the substitute parent.  

 

Lucy describes herself as “a significant other” and goes on to explain:  

 

“It always reminds me of [.] Why Love Matters. That 
you need significant others in your life that help you, 
and if your parents are not there, young people are 
resilient, and they look for other people to take that 
role. That motherly figure or that fatherly figure. And 
that can be educational staff as well. And I think 
boarding school staff probably need a bit 
more….teaching in that area! [laughs] They are like 
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another parent to those young people, sometimes, and 
they don’t realise that. [.] So as a boarding school, it’s 
got…..[out-breath] it should be more like a family, 
shouldn’t it? One big family, but it never would be. 
[laughs] To nurture them properly. [laughs]” (l.668-79).  

 

Her sigh and laughter confirm the impossibility in her eyes of the school 

fulfilling the parental role. 

 

Holly describes the close relationship which can develop with clients as a 

“privilege”, saying: “They get very attached to you, almost like you are a substitute 

parent. So there’s quite a depth of feeling, quite a bond sometimes, which is rather 

lovely, from my point of view” (l.88-90). Later, she explains how she notices strong 

maternal impulses in herself, and how as a professional she must resist them: 

“Occasionally you think, “Oo, I’d like to bring them home.” [laughs] Just to look after 

them. And you’re thinking: “Ooo, no!” (l.523-5). She is not the only counsellor to 

have this impulse. Lucy says: “I come away feeling sad sometimes, for some of 

them, or I want to take them home! [laughs] I think to myself “I’m only round the 

corner!“ [laughs] [.] I know you can’t do it, but I do think that, sometimes” (l.377-94). 

Both women laugh, highlighting the ‘naughtiness’ of this maternal response from a 

professional point of view. One way to view this impulse is as “engaging in rescue 

fantasies” as part of a “rescuer or healer” countertransference in trauma work, as 

Cash describes (2006 p.291).   

 

Rebecca finds this element of her job more tricky: “You become part of their lives, 

which can be…yeah, incredibly difficult. [.] You become almost like a foster-parent. 

You become that secure attachment” (l.36-42). Towards the end of the interview, 

she says: “I never forget the student that comes to me. Ever” (l.630). There is a 

sense that she is taking on a great and lasting responsibility for each young person, 

as a parent does. 
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Another aspect of the parental role which comes up for the counsellors is the 

idea of being attuned to the individual child’s needs. A parent living with their 

child can witness their developmental stages and their needs thanks to the 

close contact. With boarding, that proximity is lost. The school cannot 

replicate the same level of intimate knowledge for each child. Counsellors are 

trained to tune in to the individual client, so they are in a position to notice the 

needs of the children, and to notice the lack of this awareness from the 

school. Anne says: “My discomfort is that actually sometimes learning needs 

are not [.] picked up” (l.379-80 and see Appendix J). She mentions the quality 

of the house-parents: “Some of them are more caring than others. Don’t know 

how else to say that. Some of them are more attuned, more vigilant to notice 

things than others” (l.465-6).  

 

The importance of close contact between parent and child is mentioned by 

five participants, and in particular, close physical contact. We have already 

heard how Holly hugs her own children more. Oatcake is very aware of the 

impact on children of this lack, and it’s affected her own relationships: 

 

“More with family than friends, just that 
understanding of the importance of having 
family close by, to lean on, and support you, 
when things are going wrong. And perhaps 
make a bit of an effort to let my family know 
that I’m there if there’s something going 
wrong and keep in touch more, maybe. 
Understanding how the boarders [.] can’t just 
go for a cuddle with mum, if something’s 
wrong, has probably just been a reminder” 
(l.198-208). 

 

Jane is very clear about the need for parental contact when children are having a 

tough time: “Seeing [.] house-masters and matrons trying to help, actually all it 
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needs is a parent coming and giving them a hug and saying ‘Let’s go through this 

together’” (l.95-6). This sort of thing makes her uneasy (appendix J). She makes an 

interesting comparison with what she witnessed in a less privileged setting: “The 

rough-and-tumble parenting on [.] awful council estates, in that odd sort of way, 

there’s more parenting going on there, albeit chaotic” (l.248-252). She has been 

affected:  

“I realise how important that physical proximity and 
touch is. [.] Some of these young people are not getting 
that, even at times of crisis and need. [.] So I’ve been 
very conscious that the people in our lives are very 
precious. And that we do need to be connected to them 
physically as well as over Skype” (l.420-9). 

 

Lucy hopes she can somehow make up for the lack of physical contact: 

 

  “We’re all taught as staff, aren’t we, we’re not 
allowed to touch or hug that person [.]. ‘Cos it 
could be seen as something else. So they don’t 
get that physical side, but hopefully they feel [.] 
that kind of empathic love for them rather than 
physical” (l.685-7). 

 

 

3.3.2  The distressed child 

 

My participants are all counselling in schools, so obviously they are going to be 

dealing with children and young people who are upset. Two of them, Rebecca and 

Jane, have super-ordinate themes in this category, whilst the others’ experiences 

with the distressed child are grouped in other categories, eg ‘what really matters’. 

The counsellors use a variety of evocative phrasings to describe the rupturing of 

attachments some children experience: 

Oatcake: “suddenly they’ve been turfed out of the family and into school” (l.435-6). 

Jane: “very lost and alone” (l.213) and “almost abandoned” (l. 616). 

Holly: “ripped away from your family, ripped away from a loving environment” (l.515-

6). 
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Jane gives vignettes of no fewer than 11 distressed children, far more specific 

examples than anyone else. When transcribing her interview, I had moments of 

overwhelm, similar to my countertransference reactions on the BSS course. This 

overwhelm matched Jane’s sense of the on-going impact from this work: “I’ve had 

that sort of experience sufficiently regularly over the last decade, [.] that’s left me 

with quite a profound sense of unease” (l.103-6). Among the matrons, she sees “a 

deep sense of distress sometimes when they’re desperately trying to fill a hole left 

by parents. [.] I have worked with students where I feel it has been an abusive 

decision [to board]” (l.546-50). She describes feeling “very conflicted” at times 

[Appendix J], for example: 

 

”He would say to me: ‘You don’t think that I’m 
unhappy, do you? You don’t think that my 
parents have abandoned me here?’ [.] 
checking out whether I believe what he 
believes. As a therapist [.] I should be being 
very congruent, and yet there are certain 
things I feel I can’t say” (l.487-9).  

 

She is not the only one to feel conflicted. Anne states: “I don’t judge parents, but I 

do sometimes feel really cross with them” (l.457).  

 

Rebecca struggles with the fact that each year when the international boarders 

arrive, it “can be a little bit frustrating, because you always know there’s one or two 

in the group who will be suicidal” (l.372). Noticing how her language minimises this 

distressing situation, it’s unsurprising when she says later: “I’ve almost learned to 

detach myself, because you have to” (l.468). 
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Oatcake acknowledges her own feelings in response to the distressed child: “There 

is a sadness there [.] that we can provide support, but we’re not the parents. [.] I get 

a sense of…well…poor child” (l.533-6). The final two words were almost inaudible on 

the recording, as if she couldn’t bear to say them out loud. 

 

Another aspect of this Master theme is ‘overwhelming demand’. A parent naturally 

has a sense of being on-call 24/7, of needing to be there in case of emergency. The 

way that the school has to take over this role can be another place for confusion 

and difficult boundaries. Anne describes the school nurse as “fire-fighting a lot” 

(l.269), and putting pressure on her to take new clients (l.290). Lucy finds herself 

worrying about “those I don’t see” (l.557). She also says: “Even though I’m not 

there, I worry a bit about missing somebody’s call” (l.400). So she is in the role of 

an emergency responder, but feels able to pass this on to the school nurse, 

commenting:  

“She’s on site all the time, so that’s good 
really, isn’t it, that there’s people like that. 
Not good for them, sometimes, that’s true, 
isn’t it? [laughs] So it’s important to still 
have your family life as a counsellor, 
because this job [.] can take over if you’re 
not careful” (l.420-7). 

 

Jane says: “I feel as though I’m doing something really valuable and worthwhile, but 

I’m having to keep an eye on how draining it is, because it’s a bottomless pit. (l.285-

7). This echoes her metaphor of the ‘hole’ which matrons try to fill. 

 

For Holly, a source of great distress for some young people is the relentless work 

ethic in her school: “It’s workaholism, there’s [.] no space to breathe or to be. So the 

spiritual side I think is squashed” (l.384-5). Holly sees it as part of her role to 

challenge this, empowering the children. However, even she at times feels the 

pressure of the overwhelming school ethos: “It can leak in and [huge in-breath] you 
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think: ‘Oh my gosh! Oh, I’d better start doing this.’ Or: ‘Oh yes, I’ll do that.’ Or: ‘I’ll 

see this person.’ I’m thinking: ‘No, no, no! That’s it.’” Her language shows her sense 

of contamination, and how she struggles to stay with her authentic ‘I’ rather than 

‘you’. She sees having a work-life balance as very important and has become more 

aware of this over time.  

 

For Oatcake, the demand is experienced differently. We heard earlier how she has 

become more ‘responsive’ over time. She linked this change back to a time when 

there was a sudden death amongst the school community. “I think that’s come from 

working with the boarders, [.] having to say, initially: ‘Yes, OK, I’ll come.’ Because 

that was my job, and there was no one else there to do that” (l.356-9). So for her, 

‘being there’ for the students and ready to respond without hesitation is very 

meaningful and valuable.  

 

 

3.4  Participants’ use of terms around trauma and growth 

 

In IPA research, it’s essential to notice one’s own preconceptions. After the first 

interview, I realised I had assumed these counsellors would talk to me a lot about 

trauma. This was not the case, in the sense of them conceptualising their work as 

‘trauma work’, or at least being explicit about this. Adding my final prompt, ‘What 

does the concept of Boarding School Trauma mean to you?’ was useful to elicit the 

participants’ underlying knowledge and assumptions. Figure 3 illustrates my 

transcript search for the term trauma*. 

Figure 3: results of transcript search for trauma* 

Participants 
in order of 

Mentions 
of 
trauma* 

Mentions 
of 
trauma* 

Summary answer to final prompt 
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interview before 
final 
prompt 

after 
final 
prompt 

Anne 0 N/A N/A 

Rebecca 2 7 It’s very real. It can be trauma for some, not 
being in the family nucleus. 

Lucy 0 0 Problems forming meaningful relationships in 
adult life; the emotional side of things. 

Jane 0 2 Quite a lot of our kids are quite traumatised. A 
life-long issue. 

Holly 0 6 Different for different children. It’s the 
emotional side. 

Oatcake 0 2 Not what I’ve thought about for many children. 
It’s mainly about attachment and trust issues. 
Struggling with future relationships. 

 

The five who were asked directly were familiar with the concept. Rebecca 

mentioned attending a talk by Schaverien, and Oatcake had read about the topic 

and used terms like ‘survival strategies’. Two mentioned having ex-partners who’d 

boarded. How then can we understand the way they are not explicitly talking much 

about trauma unless prompted? Possibly this reflects the silence within the school 

community about the idea. Parents, schools and children all have reasons for not 

acknowledging that going to boarding can be traumatising. One of Anne’s 

expressions of ‘surprise’ [Appendix J] was at the fact “they’re often not the problems 

I thought they’d have, like being away from home” (l.10-11). Lucy explains that 

those who’ve boarded for a long time don’t realise their relationships are distant, it’s 

just the way things are (l.30-1). Whilst the participants were not using the term 

‘trauma’, they were more often mentioning terms to do with attachment (eg attach, 

bond, attune). This seemed to be a more comfortable way for them to 

conceptualise the issues they were working with.  
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3.5   VPTG as an explanation for participants’ personal change  

experiences 

 

I searched for the term growth* in the transcripts. There was a single use of this 

term (apart from describing physical growth, growth in demand etc). Oatcake said: 

“I’ve grown in confidence” (l.254). So we can conclude that neither PTG nor VPTG 

are terms these counsellors explicitly use to conceptualise changes in themselves 

or in their students.  

However, the participants did articulate positive changes in themselves, which they 

ascribed to working with boarders. We can map these changes against those 

described by Manning-Jones et al as aspects of VPTG experienced by 

professionals working with trauma survivors: changes in values and priorities; 

spiritual growth; personal strength, and personal relationships (2015 p. 130). We 

can also consider whether the changes match the subtle differences they reported 

between VPTG and PTG, and the unique aspect concerning professional identity 

(p.130-1). 

3.5.1 Values and priorities 

Holly is clear that she has changed as a result of exposure to the relentless 

work/achievement ethic and its effects on her clients. She chooses authentic living 

as a priority, and encourages the search for this in her clients.  She is less 

controlling and more accepting, and says: “The more you hear, it’s all down to the 

same, about good relationships. [.] Allowing people to be themselves and to find out 

who they are” (l. 271-7). The other participants did not have positive changes in this 

category. 

3.5.2 Spiritual growth 
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Oatcake’s experience of becoming more responsive and flexible, defaulting to 

saying ‘Yes’, is attributed by her to the school’s spiritual environment. I therefore 

include it under this heading, although we might see it as a change in priorities. She 

sees it as being more ready to help and not prioritising her own concerns. She 

explains it as a change arising from witnessing the boarders’ experience of needing 

someone there to ‘hold’ them after a traumatic incident. This does not match 

Manning-Jones et al’s finding that “therapists reported a type of spiritual 

broadening, referring to the acceptance of spiritual beliefs as a helpful healing 

tool…without experiencing any personal belief changes” (2015 p.131). Oatcake 

was the only participant reporting spiritual growth. 

3.5.3 Personal strength 

No participants reported change that I would include here, and did not reflect on the 

resiliency of mankind in general, one of the reported subtle differences in VPTG 

(Manning-Jones 2015 p. 130).  

3.5.4  Personal relationships  

Jane, Holly, Oatcake and Rebecca all mentioned positive effects on their 

relationships with their own children. We heard how Holly hugs her children more; 

how Oatcake makes more effort to be there for her family; how much Jane values 

physical proximity, linking this to how ‘precious’ people are, and very explicitly 

linking this growth with witnessing the distress of children deprived of physical 

closeness at times of need. Rebecca says: “Walking in their shoes, [.] has benefited 

me tremendously in how I communicate with my own children” (l.138-42). It seems 

significant to me that, of the 5 participants who mentioned having children, 4 

experienced positive effects on the relationship with them. The 5th said she 

“appreciated” her children had not been in boarding (Lucy l.351). There is some 

suggestion in the literature that a higher level of identification in professionals may 



	   50	  

enable them to metaphorically apply the traumatic event to their own lives, thereby 

increasing their levels of STS and VPTG (Manning-Jones et al 2016 p.26). Cohen 

and Collens reported: “the type of trauma work may impact specific schemas” (2013 

p.578), and it may be that empathetic work with boarders particularly affects the 

personal parent-child schema.   

 

3.5.5 Professional identity 

 

Manning-Jones et al stated professionals’ experiences “enhanced their professional 

capabilities…VPTG made participants feel more competent in their workplace” 

(2015 p.131).  Two participants gave vignettes showing how fulfilling it was to 

enable a young person’s recovery from trauma. Holly described a girl crushed by 

the relentless work ethic: “She said: ‘This has got to stop. I can’t live the whole of 

my life like this.’ [.] So we looked at ways of her calming down and being. [.] That’s 

lovely” (l.401-7). Rebecca helped a boarder who was sectioned: “A year later, 

they’re happy, they are so glad to be there, so glad they have achieved something, 

…that’s fulfilling” (l.518-21). Here we see examples of PTG in the young people, 

and this would fit with Cohen and Collens’ suggestion that there may be a link 

between witnessing the client’s recovery and growth over time, and VPTG occurring 

(2013 p.578).  

 

The positive effect of exposure to cultural differences was reported by three 

participants. Oatcake felt scared sometimes initially but used the term ‘growth’ to 

describe her increased confidence in working with foreign boarders. Rebecca’s 

communication with her own children was enhanced. Jane articulated the process 

of becoming more open-minded “almost by osmosis” (l. 448-50).  
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Lucy expressed her sense of achievement in “knowing that I’m giving them 

[students] some extra support as an independent person coming in” (l.465-7). She 

felt appreciated by both students and SMT (l.306-8), and she seemed to value and 

feel comfortable in her role in witnessing, advocating and empowering: “I don’t 

leave it, and just think ‘Oh no, no, I can’t say anything’” (l.145). In fact, she was the 

one participant who had the clustered theme ‘The Counsellor’s Voice’. She ended 

her interview: “I’m glad I’ve had the privilege to work in a different setting” (l.693), 

perhaps hinting that acceptance in a different class environment has been 

important.  

 

The transformational effect of the encounter with privilege was striking in Anne’s 

interview. Being respected as a professional by the elite transformed her 

internalised oppression and the effects of trans-generational trauma. I include this 

under ’professional identity’, yet it seems to have had a wider effect on her self-

esteem, how she sees herself as a person. Her experience shows the power which 

resides inside ‘the bubble’, the power to influence and mould the individual’s sense 

of self, the same power which passes on entitlement, and has, in other boarding 

contexts, been used to change people’s cultural identities. Does Anne’s experience 

in some way correspond with the reported specific VPTG aspect “developing 

greater awareness of…issues relating to social in/justice” (Cohen and Collens 2013 

p.578)? It seems perhaps to stretch the point, and I did not find any other hints of 

this aspect of growth in the interviews. 

 

It is worth noting that one of the participants, Oatcake, was anxious about the idea 

of being changed by her work with boarders:  

 

“I’ve almost in a sense, you know, gone through 
all the training that says: don’t let this affect you. 
Every training I’ve done has said, you know, this is 
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how you don’t let it have an impact on you” (l.528-
31). 
 
 

This suggests that training providers could do more to pass on information about 

VPTG to counsellors and supervisors. 

 

To sum up, participants showed the following aspects of VPTG which match PTG: 

changes to values and priorities, spiritual growth, and enhanced relationships, but 

not enhanced personal strength. Of the aspects different to PTG, they showed 

growth relating to professional identity, though not spiritual broadening or 

appreciation of resiliency in general. It seems that VPTG is a plausible explanation 

for the participants’ experiences of personal change.  

 

 

What sort of trauma, then, are the participants witnessing? Their use of an 

attachment model to describe boarders’ issues points towards trauma occurring 

through shattered assumptions around secure attachment (Janoff-Bulman1992 

p.84). In the boarding world, there does not seem to be enough awareness about 

how healthy attachment develops not just in early childhood, but throughout 

adolescence and into adulthood.  In her best-selling book on attachment, Sue 

Gerhardt explains what happens in a goal-oriented society: 

 

      “Relationships are not a priority; work is the priority. 
Relationships have become a kind of ‘treat’, 
encapsulated in the concept of ‘quality time’. The 
regulatory aspect of close relationships is all but lost 
in this approach. …The qualities of good 
parenting…are essentially regulatory qualities: the 
capacity to listen, to notice, to shape behaviour and 
to be able to restore good feelings through some kind 
of physical, emotional or mental contact, through a 
touch, a smile, a way of putting feelings and thoughts 
into words” (2015 p.246). 
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This matches the descriptions of the boarding environment given by my 

interviewees, and shows what is being lost. Researchers in the field of adolescent 

attachment say: 

 “Parents still fulfill safety needs, while peers are 
preferred for their companionship and emotional 
support…a secure parent–adolescent attachment 
may be one in which the parents ‘provide a secure 
base in which to understand, rehearse, and manage 
the strong affect that might be associated with 
managing new relationships’” (Shumaker et al 2009 
p.95).  

 
Researchers recognise that a hallmark of adolescence is “striving for emotional 

self-sufficiency and autonomy” but that “adolescents at times rely on their parents 

for help in regulating emotion” (Allen and Miga 2010 p.186). Just as toddlers need a 

secure base to explore from, so adolescents need an available parent to move out 

from and back to in their own individual rhythm, based on their own developmental 

needs. As boarders, they cannot follow this rhythm, and so may not manage the 

transition to healthy adulthood. 

 

 

Chapter 4 Discussion 

 

In this chapter I assess the validity of my research, consider limitations, make 

recommendations, and draw my conclusion. 

 

4.1  Assessment of validity 

 

Here I review my research against Yardley’s criteria (Chapter 2): 

 

• Sensitivity to context: I received copious relevant data from my participants. 

My counsellor training helped me show empathy and manage the 
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relationship. These women were my peers so we were ‘speaking the same 

language’ and there was not a steep power differential. I’ve included plenty 

of verbatim extracts from the interviews and a longer example extract in an 

appendix. I also hope that I’ve been able to engage effectively with the 

literature. 

 

• Commitment and rigour: Regarding ‘advanced interviewing skills’, 

unfortunately, I did not read Brocki and Wearden’s review of the method 

until after interviewing. I had therefore not understood the importance of the 

construction of interview questions. As they point out: “The questions posed 

must be crucial to the replies obtained” (p. 12), explaining that if the themes 

brought out in a piece of research are very similar to the topics specified for 

research, then the researchers are “in effect structuring the analysis before 

the process of data collection” (p. 12).  Basing my prompts around areas of 

growth identified in the literature, I was potentially creating this structure for 

my results. Perhaps by using initial open questions and only resorting to the 

prompts later in the interviews, I was mitigating this effect somewhat.  

 

Another consideration is that by using a Primary question looking in a 

general way at effects, I was stepping outside this structure in my Results 

section. I was actually concerned when clustering the emergent themes that 

they did not seem to be falling into VPTG categories, but I decided to ‘go 

with the flow’ for the individual participants, keeping in mind that each 

counsellor should theoretically be able to recognize her own set of concerns 

from my headings. This would be in harmony with IPA’s intention to 

“conduct an examination of human lived experience in a way 

which….enables that experience to be expressed in its own terms, rather 

than according to predefined category systems” (Smith et al p. 32). The best 
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I could do when writing up was be transparent about my method and 

discuss in detail my approach to data collection, as Brocki and Wearden 

encourage (p. 13). Looking back at the interviewing, clearly I imagined I 

would be a passive participant, but that was impossible in a semi-structured 

format, and I recognise there’s “a role for the interpretative facet of IPA in 

data generation as well as data analysis” (Brocki and Wearden p. 14).  

 

My analysis was carried out systematically and thoroughly, following IPA 

best practice guidelines. The most challenging part was being aware of and 

bracketing off my preconceptions, and trying to find the balance between my 

interpretations and the participant’s expression. 

 

• Transparency and coherence: I used diagrams and appendices to provide 

an effective ‘audit trail’. Keeping a research journal enabled me to reflect as 

the process unfolded, and to remember and therefore document later on 

various dilemmas and decisions. My supervisor’s input in checking my 

analysis can be seen as a way to enhance my interpretation’s coherence, 

though I am aware there is an alternative view. Rolfe explains 

Sandelowski’s argument: 

 

“If reality is assumed…to be ‘multiple and constructed’, 
then we should not expect expert researchers…to arrive 
at the same themes and categories as the researcher. 
Put simply, any attempt to increase reliability involves a 
forced or artificial consensus…usually at the expense of 
the validity or meaningfulness of the findings” (Rolfe p. 
305). 

 

 

• Impact and importance: This is a small-scale qualitative research project, so 

the results are not generalisable. However, it is rich in detail and hopefully 

has provided “a rich, transparent and contextualised analysis of the 
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accounts of the participants” (Smith et al 2009 p. 51). My study could be 

used by others to evaluate its transferability. The fact that the November 

issue of BACP’s Therapy Today carries an article and a book review relating 

to Boarding School Trauma suggests this issue currently holds interest for a 

wide audience. 

 

4.2  Limitations 

 

At times during the writing-up I felt frustrated because of issues around 

confidentiality. Potentially interesting points depended on the nuance of particular 

situations, and articulating that nuance could compromise anonymity.  

 

Participants weren’t solely working with current boarders, so any VPTG they 

experienced could relate to other types of client. Their personal trauma history may 

also be leading to PTG.  

 

This research is limited to boarders at fee-paying schools in the UK. It doesn’t 

address issues relating to state schools, special schools, or schools abroad. 

 
 
4.3  Recommendations 

 

Alongside the presence of VPTG in the participants’ accounts, we can also see 

some examples of Secondary Traumatic Stress. Symptoms of STS are: intrusive 

imagery; avoidance; physiological arousal; distressing emotions, and functional 

impairment (Hensel et al 2015 p. 83). All the participants showed distressing 

emotions, such as discomfort, unease, anger, sadness, anxiety. Two stood out as 

experiencing more distress than the others: Jane and Rebecca. Neither of these 
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mentioned seeing any clients outside the boarding school, and both expressed 

anxiety about the overwhelming level of demand. Rebecca spoke of needing to 

detach herself, which could be interpreted as a form of avoidance. Both were 

spending a lot of time ‘inside’ the institution, and I was struck by parallels with 

Fletcher’s account of the effects of doing prison counselling (Fletcher 2015). Hensel 

et al found that the strongest effect for predicting STS was the caseload ratio: “the 

proportion of time spent working with trauma survivors may matter more than the 

actual number of individuals” (2015 p. 87). Another aspect to consider is that of 

collusion, which caused Jane discomfort. This must be amplified if the school is the 

sole employer. We can compare the situation of Lucy who felt free to speak out, 

having various sources of income. 

 

Isolation was also expressed as a difficult issue, which it can be for any school 

counsellor (Luxmoore 2016), but may be more so for boarding school counsellors. 

So I suggest that forming specific groups could be very useful in providing regular 

peer support and a forum for discussion. 

 

The participants were using an attachment model to talk about their clients’ issues. I 

suggest a more explicit use of the term ‘trauma’ would be helpful, leading the way 

to actively talking about PTG as a concept for explaining a possible outcome for 

children. Kilmer et al, discussing the emerging literature around PTG in CYP, put 

emphasis on the key role of productive rumination, a constructive processing of 

trauma, facilitated by “continuing distress and efforts to reconcile one’s posttrauma 

reality” (p. 507). This means caregivers and other important adults have a potential 

role to support the process of PTG (Kilmer et al p.507). Also, “a given child must be 

able to recognise and express emotions, both positive and negative, regarding the 

experience” (Kilmer et al p.507). Recent useful longitudinal research found: “If an 

adolescent's cognitive discrepancy in basic perceptions of personal worth, trust in 
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others, and justice or predictability in the world, between pre-trauma and post-

trauma cannot be resolved…survivors could…reduce the capacity to disengage 

attention from negative emotional information…and encounter difficulties in 

generating good solutions to problems”, and suggests that “deliberate rumination 

elicits PTG, regardless of the change in time after trauma” (Zhou and Wu 2016 

p.245-6). In today’s high-pressure world, we need young people who can generate 

good solutions to their problems. At the moment, boarding schools do not facilitate 

productive rumination, or the expression of negative emotions about boarding. They 

distract children with relentless activities and do not encourage sharing of distress 

in groups. Counsellors could support the process of PTG by changing this culture 

and enabling children and adolescents to talk about traumatic experiences with 

each other and with skilled, well-supported adults whom they trust. Schools also 

need to know that “there is a potential lower age limit for PTG of approximately 7 

years of age” (Kilmer et al 2015 p. 508), so this can be facilitated for early boarders 

too. Understanding and talking about PTG/VPTG could also help the counsellors 

themselves by making them less anxious about the idea of being impacted. 

 

Being explicit about working with trauma might entail a changed focus in the 

counsellors’ work. According to Mick Cooper in his review of school-based 

counselling, at least 80% of school counsellors identify with a person-

centred/humanistic or integrative orientation (Cooper 2013 p.4). This was true of all 

my participants. However, “Trauma-focused CBT (TF-CBT) [is] a well-established 

treatment for trauma…potentially salient for clinicians interested in supporting PTG 

in their work with youth posttrauma” (Kilmer et al 2015 p.512-3).  

Another area where counsellors potentially have a contribution to make is around 

an issue which caused discomfort for some of the participants. Kilmer et al say:  

“Caregivers may have perpetrated the trauma or may not have intervened despite 
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ongoing trauma affecting the child. The PTG literature has not yet developed 

sufficiently to include studies that explore this phenomenon in CYP” (2015 p.512). I 

suggest counsellors paid by boarding schools/parents are uniquely placed - 

between the ‘perpetrators’ and the ‘victims’ - to contribute to research.  

 

Boarding schools must begin to take responsibility for any trauma caused by them 

to their pupils (and to wider society). Private schools are awash with statistics from 

testing pupils’ cognitive abilities, eg MidYis, Yellis. Boarding schools could 

administer trauma-screening tests pre-admission, and continue throughout the 

child’s time at the school, allowing an opportunity for traumatised children to be 

identified and helped. I suggest it’s now time for boarding schools to prove that they 

are not breaking UK law. Under the Children Act (2004), schools have a duty to 

safeguard children by: 

 

• preventing impairment of children's health or development; 

 • ensuring that children grow up in circumstances consistent with the 

provision of safe and effective care; and 

• taking action to enable all children to have the best outcomes. 

    (Great Britain Department for Education 2015a p.5) 

 

 

Boarding schools also have a duty of care to staff: “Employers must abide by 

relevant health & safety and employment law, as well as the common law duty of 

care. They also have a moral and ethical duty not to cause, or fail to prevent, 

physical or psychological injury” (ACAS 2017). The participants described their own 

distress, and also of matrons and other support staff. Recognising staff are dealing 
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with trauma would allow for better support and training in self-care. The concept of 

attachment also should become a focus for staff training.  

 

Finally, I recommend further research around STS and VPGT amongst all boarding 

staff, eg matrons, house-parents, nurses. This would feed into providing care for 

them, and give useful insights relevant to other types of institution. 

 

4.4  Conclusion 

 
”What is unvoiced or unspoken, 
because it is out of relationship, tends to 
get out of perspective and to dominate 
psychic life” (Gilligan 2011 p.128). 
  

This study makes a modest contribution to the qualitative research literature on 

vicarious posttraumatic growth. It also adds to the work of Duffell and Schaverien by 

opening up a new perspective into the heart of modern UK boarding. I hope it will 

provide food for thought, both for those outside the boarding system and for those 

on the inside. 
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Appendices 
 

 

 

Appendix A 

 

 

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 

Project title “A qualitative exploration of the experience of counsellors working with  

current boarders in UK independent schools” 

 

Researcher’s name Harriet Virginia Sherborne 

 

Supervisor’s name  Prof Stephen Joseph 

 

 

• I have read the Participant Information Sheet and the nature and purpose of 

the research project has been explained to me. I understand and agree to 

take part. 

 

• I understand the purpose of the research project and my involvement in it. 

 

• I understand that I may withdraw from the research project at any stage and 

that this will not affect my status now or in the future. 

 

• I understand that while information gained during the study may be published, 

I will not be identified and my personal results will remain confidential.  

 

• I understand that I will be audiotaped during the interview.  

 

• I understand that data will be stored as follows:  

 

personal details in a locked filing cabinet; 
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audio files on a password protected memory stick and password protected 

laptop; 

 

transcripts on a password protected laptop (electronic copies) and in a 

separate locked filing cabinet (hard copies); 

 

Only the researcher and the supervisor may have access. 

 

 

• I understand that I may contact the researcher or supervisor if I require further 

information about the research, and that I may contact the Research Ethics 

Coordinator of the School of Education, University of Nottingham, if I wish to 

make a complaint relating to my involvement in the research. 

 

 

Signed …………………………………………………………………………   

(research participant) 

 

Print name …………………………………………………………………   

Date………………………………… 

 

Contact details 

 

Researcher: ttxhvs@nottingham.ac.uk 

          07772 180089 

 

Supervisor: stephen.joseph@nottingham.ac.uk   

        0115 748 4619 

School of Education Research Ethics Coordinator: 

educationresearchethics@nottingham.ac.uk 
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Appendix B 

 

 

Research Information Sheet 

 

The aims of the project  

I am a post-graduate student in the School of Education at the University of 

Nottingham carrying out a piece of qualitative research towards my MA. I am a 

qualified teacher and a qualified counsellor. My research aims to explore the 

experience of counsellors working with current boarders in UK independent 

schools.  

 

 

What will be required of the participants  

Participants will be invited to have a face-to-face individual semi-structured 

interview with the researcher, which will be audio-recorded. The interview will last 

around one hour. It will take place at a time and place convenient to the participant.  

 

 

Ethics 

This research will follow the University of Nottingham’s ‘Code of Research Conduct 

and Research Ethics’ and will be approved for ethics by the School of Education.  

 

 

Confidentiality and security of information 

The participants’ personal data will be kept separate from the research data. 

Identification code numbers will be used for linking to research paperwork and 

computer files. Only personal data relevant to the research will be collected, and 

only the researcher and supervisor will have access to this.  

 

Care will be taken to remove any possible identifying information in any published 

material.  

 

Information obtained will be considered confidential with the exception of any 

statutory notification which applies to this field. 

 

Consent to participate 
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Participation in the research is completely voluntary, and participants are free to 

modify or withdraw their consent at any stage. A transcript of the interview will be 

sent to participants for their comments and for them to make any changes before 

the data is analysed.  

 

Potential outcomes for participants  

The interview will provide an opportunity for participants to reflect in a semi-

structured way on their experience of working with children and young people who 

are currently boarders in UK independent schools. This opportunity to reflect may 

benefit their personal awareness and professional development, and may also 

bring up difficult feelings. As the researcher is a qualified counsellor, this may help 

to provide a safe space for exploration, but participants should be ready to 

approach their own supervisor for support if necessary.  

 

Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality within the research process, and 

participants should take their own steps where possible, e.g. using a private rather 

than a school email address to contact the researcher. 

 

Contact details for further information 

Researcher:  Harriet Virginia Sherborne  

  ttxhvs@nottingham.ac.uk 

            07772 180089 

Supervisor:  Prof Stephen Joseph  

                   stephen.joseph@nottingham.ac.uk   

              0115 748 4619 

   

Contact details for making a complaint on ethical grounds 

School of Education Research Ethics Coordinator: 

educationresearchethics@nottingham.ac.uk 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule  
 

Can you tell me: 

 

• how you came to work with boarders? 

 

• what it’s been like working with boarders specifically? 

 

• how your outlook on life has been affected by your work with boarders? 

 

• about the benefits and drawbacks of working with boarders? 

 

• how working with boarders has impacted on your relationships? 

 

• about your sense of achievement with regard to counselling boarders? 

 

• about any other changes that have happened for you as a person resulting 

from your work with boarders? 

 

• what the concept of boarding school trauma means to you? 
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Appendix D: Extract from interview (Lucy) 
 
Lines 98-210 

 

HVS: OK…..Um…so can you tell me how your outlook on life has been affected by 

working with boarders? 

 

09:48 L: ……Um…..I think …obviously it’s given me a better understanding of um 

the emotional side of er boarders coming to the .. the school, and which obviously 

was different with state schools ‘cos they go home every night and the families all 

most of the time live round the corner, don’t they. Um, I’ve not got that, I s’pose as a 

counsellor got that um contact with parents like I might have. Because of the age as 

well, when they’re older you have less contact with parents. And um……..er and 

because it’s a boarding school, if any of the parents ring up, who are concerned, 

they can refer their their child to the counselling service, but they don’t very often.   

Um I I can’t say that I’ve really.. spoken to a parent since I’ve been there, whereas 

in the state schools, I very often ask the young person “Can I talk to Mum or Dad? 

You know, just to share this with them, to help you a little bit.“  You know, and if 

they agree, you know, sometimes I work together with the parent. Because very 

often the issues the child’s bringing in is um – if the parents were aware of it, there, 

there can be some change out there for the family, as well. So I don’t have that 

contact.  

 

Um….I feel like it’s um …yeah, I feel as a counsellor in the boarding school, that 

sometimes it’s er um er I’m not, it’s not my place sometimes to go in certain areas. 

That’s how it feels. Like um when I mention the bullying, sometimes um - not 

mentioning any names- but sometimes I say to the young people: “That’s bullying. 

Would you mind if I mention that at the pastoral meeting? And I won’t mention your 

name, but I will make it known now though that this is happening.” And they’ll say: 

“Yes, that’s fine”. And I always get written consent from the student. And um then 

when I do sometimes, um they’ll say: ”Well, that’s the sort of thing they’ve got to put 

up with. If they can’t manage that, you know...” Then I’ll say: “It’s not about putting 

up with it, it’s about the emotional impact that that’s having on the young person.” 

And um yeah, so it’s a bit like that. If they want a career doing this that and the 

other, they should be able to put up with that. Yeah, so, I don’t agree with that, but I 

have to say it in a way, keep bringing it up, er, to try and get some, er …change 

made.  
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12:54 HVS: What’s that, what’s that, what effect does that have on you? 

 

L: Er, I feel frustrated sometimes, or … almost deskilled in a way, that what I’m 

saying is not important enough sometimes. So what I do then is, because it’s in the 

pastoral meeting, I er kind of er take the Head or the Deputy-Head on one side um, 

or ask for an appointment to see them and say: “This needs acting on, you know. 

While I’m not, not here to agree or disagree with the other staff...”    You know, ‘cos 

you’ve got house-masters, who sometimes come to the er pastoral meetings, as 

well, if they’ve got concerns. 

 

HVS: as well…as who? 

 

L: Er we have the pastoral care Deputy-Head. And sometimes if, er, in one 

particular house, the house-master’ll come to talk about a particular student, 

whether I’m seeing that student or not, they bring in their concerns about that 

student. Um, er, and then the um, there may be one tutor that’s on the um pastoral 

care team and the nurse is there. So it’s normally just those. But sometimes, as a 

collective, in that little pastoral group, er they agree with something I don’t [laughs]. 

But instead of going on about it, I don’t think that’s…productive. So then I’ll write a 

letter to the Deputy-Head, um, and, or ask for a meeting, if I’m really concerned 

about anything. So I don’t leave it, and just think “Oh no, no, I can’t say anything”. 

 

HVS: So that is 

 

L: And some of it I just sa- save it till later.   

 

HVS: Mm. And that, so that you feel like 

 

L: He does, he does, he does, he, he acts on, he’s he’s pretty good with, um you 

know, seeing to the concerns I have. 

 

HVS: Mm. 

 

L: So I do find there’s like a divide in the staff, ….sometimes, you know, with their 

opinions. But it’s not about their opinions. The job doesn’t get done if, or things 

don’t get sorted, if they disagree with each other [laughs]. That’s not helping the 
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young person, so, I feel like there’s a bit of that sometimes. So I don’t get into the 

school politics, if you know what I mean. I try to keep on the outside. 

….Mmm….yeah…mm. 

 

So I think sometimes, yeah, I do feel …um, some of the um things are not helpful, 

‘cos as a counsellor you know that the um..how it’s affecting that person in more 

depth than what the, the staff do sometimes. You know, I had a young man who um 

his dad died all of a sudden, and he’s been very unhappy since, ‘cos he’s grieving. 

And and then a member of staff said: ” Do you think he’s putting it on now? Just to 

get attention?” And that really annoys me when they say that. And I said: ”No, he’s 

grieving. He’s, you know, he’s, he’s really hurting. He’s lost his dad.” [laughs]. And 

there’s that sort of thing, you know, as an example, that, you know, they um they, 

they look at more the educational side more, you know. “Let’s get on with things.” 

And I’m there for the emotional side of things. But I feel like I’m the only one that is, 

sometimes! [laughs]. The nurse is quite, quite good at the, the school. Um, I think 

she, she sometimes takes on that role as counsellor as well. Mm. And that’s 

another thing that happens sometimes, that probably one of the clients has not 

turned up for a few sessions and I’ll find out that, you know, the nurse has been 

supporting that client. Um, but I can’t really say, you know, and she’ll say: “Well, I’ve 

got enough to do without listening to them all the time,“ and I think: “Well, just keep 

[laughs] keep it separate, then!” You know, I suppose that’s been her role for years 

and years. She’s been at the school for absolutely years, and …it’s hard to tell 

somebody to change, then, isn’t it [laughs]. 

 

17:26 HVS: So that effect on you, then, is  

 

L: But then she’s there all the time, I’m not. You know what I mean?  

 

HVS: Yeah. 

 

L:  So we do need somebody else when I’m not there… 

 

HVS: Aha. 

 

L: Mm. 

 

HVS: So that issue then is…OK for you? With her? 
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L: Yeah, I, I, we have got a good relationship, so if I, I say something, she does-, 

doesn’t take any, any offence if I say: “Well, actually, if she came to see me re-, 

more regularly, you know, she probably wouldn’t be coming to see you all the time! 

[laughs]. So just say, you know, talk to Lucy about it.” You know, so she doesn’t, 

she, she does, but obviously she’s there.. full-time, she lives on the premises, which 

most of the staff do. It’s almost like they’re in a little bubble, sometimes, I think. ‘Cos 

all the staff live on the premises with their families. 

 

HVS: And what’s that like for you?  

 

L: Er, it it took me a long time to feel included, yeah. I, I do feel more included now, 

but it has been several years [laughs]. Um, but I suppose they have their own way 

of doing things, I suppose, that’s been done for years. Er, but they have accepted 

the counselling, slowly, the staff, and how it’s grown as well. Um, so they, um I think 

they appreciate it more than when I first…um came there. It’s almost like it wasn’t 

known that it was in the school.    
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Appendix E: Extract from annotated transcript (Lucy) lines 195-208  
 
Key:  blue    =    descriptive comments 
         pink    =     linguistic comments    
 green =     conceptual comments 
 black  =     emergent themes 
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Appendix F: An example of an image from the conceptual stage of 
analysis 
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Appendix G: An example of participants’ lists of clustered themes - 
Anne 
 
 
Money and expectations 
 

• Counsellor’s expectations about the rich 
• Pressure to achieve 
• Money leads to expectations of success 
• Importance of status 

 
The counsellor’s feelings 
 

• Surprised 
• Uncomfortable 
• Angry 
• Intrigued 
• Anxious 
• Excited 

 
The outsider 
 

• Goes in and goes out 
• Knowing what’s normal 
• A different perspective 
• Safe space v. unsafe space 
• Curious observer 
• Separate from the school 
• Surface v. underlying reality 

 
 
The counsellor experiences positive change in self 
 
 
Cultural differences 
 

• Asians are isolated/excluded 
• Different work ethics 
• Foreign cultures cannot be understood 
• Judgemental attitudes 

 
The professional 
 

• Respect for counsellor’s experience and knowledge 
• Psycho-education 
• School needs advice 
• Confidentiality issues 
• Role of the supervisor 
• Creating a service which fits 
• The power of the group 
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The parent-substitute 
 

• Knowing and meeting the individual’s needs 
• Pressure of demand 
• Child’s needs overridden by parents’/school’s 
• Importance of vigilance around bullying 
• The substitute mother 
• Role of the house-parent 
• Physical distance means lack of knowing 
• The self-reliant child 
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Appendix H: Table of Master and Super-ordinate Themes 
 
Key: circled numbers show number of participants with Super-ordinate theme(s) 
within each Master theme. 
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Appendix I 
 
Table of Master Themes and Condensed Master Themes	  
 
Key:  Super-ordinate themes	  in black italics 
 Master themes in black bold 
 Condensed master themes in bold italics 

Names in [brackets] show participants quoted under a heading where 
this was not one of their own clustered themes 
 

The foreign 
students 
[5] 
 
Culture and 
expectations 

 
Cultural differences 
 
Anne:  

• The Asian girls feel different, isolated, 
excluded. It feels like a positive segregation. 

• Asian boarders are a bit more robust – they 
started boarding much earlier. 

• There’s a different style of learning – intense 
learning. 

 
Jane:  

• The lack of attunement with some of the 
international boarders really bothers me. 

• I felt a deep sense of loss for her, but 
culturally her parents believed it was the 
right thing.  

 
Rebecca:  

• Walking in their shoes, you get drawn into 
different cultures, different principles and 
values. It has an acute bearing on how I 
deal with my own children. 

• It’s quite enriching. 
 

[Holly:]  
• Because the school doesn’t understand, 

there can be a lot of stuff not noticed. 
 
[Oatcake]: 

• Just understanding the different cultures 
more and having more empathy with people 
from different countries.  

 
 

	    
The international students 
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Holly:  
• They just do everything in a different 

language and it’s exhausting. 
  
Jane:  

• I think: “Gosh, I couldn’t do that!” I find 
myself hugely respectful of those young 
people. 

 
[Rebecca]:  

• It’s part of their culture, their being, and 
they’re just wanting to share, and want you 
to understand. 

• You’re trying to ease them into that impact 
of a culture shock, language, everything. 

• Some parents think: ”if I send them to 
England, it’s gonna go away. Very rigid, 
they can deal with it.” 

 
[Oatcake]:  

• They struggle to find the words.  
 

	    
The counsellor as student 
 
Oatcake:  

• It’s teaching me not to have any 
assumptions about people and where they 
come from; to appreciate more of the 
diversity of the world.  

• It’s been a benefit in teaching me I have to 
use different skills. 

• An intellectual challenge and stimulation on-
going. 

 
Jane:  

• I feel more open-minded, more interested, 
more educated, I’m very aware of how much 
I don’t know. 

 
[Holly:]   

• Just listening and accepting different 
cultures, different ways of doing things – 
really interesting. 

 
	  
	  
The distressed 
child 

 
The distressed child 
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[2] 
 
Parent+child 

 
 
Rebecca:  

• You just wanna fix it and make it all better. 
But it’s more important to help them on that 
journey to understand their own situation so 
they can cope. 

• If they don’t get on with that house-parent, it 
can be hell. 

• You always know there’s one or two who 
will be suicidal. 

• I’ve almost learned to detach myself, 
because you have to. 

 
[Holly:]  

• No space to breathe or to be. 
 
[Oatcake]: 

• I get a sense of ‘poor child’. 
 
[Lucy]:  

• Upset or angry, they’ve had to deal with that 
in isolation. Cry in the shower. 

• There’s those I don’t see. 
 
[Jane]:  

• A 14 year old, he looked very childlike at 
that moment, and said: ”I wanted my Mum 
to give me a cuddle. I wanted my teddy.” 

• Poor girl. 
• This deep sense of troubled young people 

that does stay with me. 
 

	    
The abandoned child 
 
Jane:  

• The child is very lost and alone. It’s almost a 
safe-guarding issue. 

• Every now and then I find myself wanting to 
use the word ‘abusive’. 

 
[Rebecca]:  

• That student escapes everything. It doesn’t 
have a parent, and it doesn’t have the role 
model. Where does that leave the child in 
the future? 

               
[Holly:]  
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• Pushed away from your family into a life 
where you have to be tough and grown up 
and you can’t be a child again. 

 
[Oatcake]:  

• Trusted their family to be always there for 
them and suddenly they’ve been turfed out. 

 
	   Overwhelming demand 

 
Jane: 

• I’m having to keep an eye on how draining it 
is, because it’s a bottomless pit. 

• The level of need growing and growing, that 
is the difficulty. 

 
Rebecca: 

• They [management] are afraid of that 
explosive mental health. 

• If you build it, they will come. 
 

[Holly:] 
• It can leak in and you think ‘Oh yes, I’ll do 

that’. I’m thinking: ‘No no no. That’s it.’ 
 
[Oatcake]:  

• With the boarders, there is that immediate 
need that has to be fulfilled. 

 
[Anne]:  

• The nurse just, like, fire-fights a lot. 
• Quite a lot of pressure put on me by Nurse 

about people – do they really need it, ‘cos 
I’ve got somebody else waiting. 

 
[Lucy]:  

• On site all the time. Not good for them, 
sometimes! 

 
 

	  
	  
Outside/inside 
[6] 
 
Outside/inside 

 
Outside/inside 
 
Oatcake: 

• They come back and you almost get that 
regression of their progress. 
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Anne:  
• Your own space and your own time, and 

nobody’s going to tell you what to do or how 
to do it and when to do it. 

• Some of them are positively better off as 
boarders. 

• In fact, it just happens in school. 
 
Rebecca: 

• It’s prison, for a lot of them. 
• That basic relationship we all need to feel 

secure somewhere. 
• Our environment is a pretty good one, 

pastorally. 
• The world is a harsh place. 
• You still have sexual abuse, because 

perpetrators will work with children. 
• They have that connectivity that they never 

did in the past. 
 
[Holly:]  

• Posh fostering, a good way to get out of 
situations that are really difficult. 

 
[Lucy]:  

• They use the boarding as a sanctuary. 
 
[Jane]:  

• She was in a politically dangerous 
environment, and that family had got her 
out. 

 
 

	    
The outsider 
 
Holly:  

• In the one little bubble – whereas I can see 
it from a different perspective. 

 
Oatcake:  

• My separateness – cos I’m not actually a 
member of staff, I go in and do the work – 
has been useful. 

 
Anne:  

• It’s a different life for them than the day 
girls who do normal things that teenagers 
would do. 
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• They trust me to get them to be willing to 
look at that service differently. 

• I went in there like: ” Will I be found out? 
Will they know about my background?” 

• I’m seen around the school as opposed to 
feeling like I’m in a cupboard. 

 
Lucy:  

• I don’t get into the school politics. I try to 
keep on the outside. 

• Like they’re in a little bubble. It took me a 
long time to feel included. 

• Like being in a bubble. There’s no freedom. 
• It’s important to know that there are some 

people from the outside coming in! 
• It’s not my place sometimes to go in certain 

areas. 
 
Rebecca:  

• I’m still being me in the school. 
• I’ve fought very hard for years, and I’ll keep 

fighting. 
 
[Jane]:  

• I’m giving a lot because I am on a salary, 
and I’m very integrated in the school. 

 
  

Surface v. underlying reality 
 
Oatcake:  

• Issues with teaching staff: they’re not 
getting that distinction - for the rest of the 
time you’re ok, you’re safe, you’re happy. 

 
Anne:  

• Underneath the persona they’ve got the 
same issues as any other young person. 

 
Lucy:  

• Massive lovely grounds, but some of them 
talk about feeling claustrophobic. Having 
people in your face all the time. 

 
Jane:  

• A lot of them learn to put on a false façade. 
”My heart inside is breaking”, yet they 
daren’t tell their parents and most of the 
teaching staff are unaware of it. 
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• These parents make all the right noises and 
over the phone will say how much they 
care.  

 
[Holly:] 

• Books are not quite what life is really like 
for a lot of the boarders. 

 
 

	  
	  
The professional 
[6] 
 
Outside/inside 

 
The professional 
 
Holly:  

• I always talk about the whole of them – 
mind, body and spirit, and working out 
ways of addressing all of those needs that 
they have. 

 
Oatcake:  

• I’ve gone through all the training that says 
don’t let this affect you. 

• They kind of shut themselves out/off so 
they become more insular, self-reliant and 
that can carry on into adult life. 

• At an age where everything’s changed, it’s 
confusing for any adolescent and to have 
to deal with being away from family on top 
of all that. 

 
Anne:  

• The parents – what they hadn’t thought 
about. 

• Developmental stages – sometimes 
they’ve got no idea how they fit into 
anywhere ‘cos it’s a boarding school as 
opposed to “How do I fit into my family?” 

• The group can help them understand from 
each others’ perspective.  

 
Jane:  

• This is going to be a very poorly adult. 
• I feel I’m doing something really valuable 

and worthwhile. 
• What I’m doing is a calling. Because 

school therapists I don’t think are paid as 
the professionals they are. You’ve got to 
believe in it and be quite dedicated. 



	   96	  

• I’m experiencing what anybody in the field 
would be at the moment. 

• We need to talk about this as a group. 
 
 Rebecca:  

• They’re pubescent, going through the 
rebellious stages, and they’ve been sent 
away. 

• You should be non-judgmental, but I’m still 
human. 

• It’s taken a lot of exploration to 
understand, and research, and reading.    

• It’s quite isolating. You’re definitely on a 
desert island. My supervisor has been the 
saviour.        

• I’ve got to protect myself from bringing too 
much home. I’m absorbing a lot. 

• In the beginning, when all the stories 
unfold, you think: “Shit, what’s happening 
here? What sort of life are we showing our 
children?”  

• Day kids have their families around them, 
whether they want it or not! 

• I’d like the whole world to take it more 
seriously – mental health for adolescents. 

                  
[Lucy]:  

• They’re quite happy being distant, they 
just get on with it. There’s not that 
attachment. 

• I feel frustrated sometimes or deskilled, 
what I’m saying is not important enough. 

• I don’t leave it and just think “Oh no, I can’t 
say anything.” 

• I’m more appreciated in a boarding school 
than in a state school. Not gonna explain 
why! 

• I don’t work for them. I feel more in 
control. 

• I do worry that some of these young 
people, they’ll be making big changes to 
the world.    

• It reminds me of Lord of the Flies 
sometimes. 

• Family’s important, even though they 
[teens] feel like they don’t want to know 
their parents. 
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A safe pair of hands 
 
Anne: 

• I don’t think they really knew what they 
wanted or how it should work. 

• Recommended – that made a huge 
difference to the respect they gave me. 

 
Lucy: 

• I’m there for the emotional side of things. 
But I feel like I’m the only one who is, 
sometimes! 

• I feel appreciated: if I have any ideas, 
they do listen. 

 
Rebecca:  

• Some of them [SMT] don’t wanna know. 
Until a child has tried suicide. Then they 
love you! 

 
[Holly:]  

• I organize young people to listen to each 
other, and a lot of people would like us not 
to do it. 

 
[Oatcake]:  

• I’ve got the message through to them that 
I’m there for them. 

• Having to say ‘Yes, OK, I’ll come’, 
because that was my job and there was 
no one else there. 

 
	  
	  
 
The parent-
substitute 
[6] 
 
Parent+child 

 
The parent-substitute 
 
Holly:  

• They get very attached to you, almost like 
a substitute parent, quite a depth of 
feeling, quite a bond sometimes. 

 
Oatcake:  

• Treating me a bit like a house-parent or 
something like that. Difference is I can’t 
be their friend. 

 
Anne:  

• They valued that time. Whether it was 
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therapy, I’m still working with that. 
• The school have offered what they think 

they should. For me, it’s not that 
straightforward. 

• We’re sitting in the balance between what 
she needs for herself. 

• Some of them are more attuned, more 
vigilant to notice things than others. 

 
Lucy:  

• I try to help the young person help 
themselves in a way that it’s their life. 

• I’m a significant other, support them with 
whatever comes, that’s what I’m there for. 

• Staff are like another parent and they 
don’t realize that. 

• Even though I’m not there, I worry a bit 
about missing someone’s call. 

 
Rebecca:  

• You become almost like a foster-parent, 
that secure attachment. 

• I am a part of their lives, in that little bit, 
as much as they have become part of 
mine. I never forget the student that 
comes to me. Ever. 

 
 In loco parentis 

 
Oatcake:  

• I, the school is in loco parentis so there is 
always that element of care which is 
more personal. 

 
[Lucy]:  

• Sometimes I want to take them home. I 
think to myself: “I’m only round the 
corner!” 

 
[Jane]:    

• I see a deep sense of distress sometimes 
when [matrons] are desperately trying to 
fill a hole left by parents. 

• We’re very much a second-best adult at 
times of crisis. 

• We’re not the parent, you know. 
 
[Rebecca]:  

• The key - getting that attachment to 
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somebody they can trust, replacing their 
parents, mum, dad or sibling, whoever. 

• I see the role of the house-parent. They 
have to have a maternal instinct. 

 
[Holly:]  

• I just want to bring her home and mother 
her. 

 
  

The counsellor’s voice 
 
Lucy: 

• Sometimes I say to the young people: 
“That’s bullying.” 

• I have to say it, keep bringing it up. 
• I don’t leave it and think “Oh no I can’t 

say anything”. 
• And I said: “No, he’s grieving. He’s lost 

his dad!” 
• So I’m even asking about them and I’ve 

never seen them. 
 
[Holly:]  

• It’s hard to tell somebody difficult things 
when they’re halfway round the world. 

  
The importance of close contact 
 
Oatcake: 

• They can’t just go for a cuddle with mum 
if something’s wrong – it’s a reminder of 
the importance of family support. 

• Physical contact – something they’re 
missing and will seek – someone there, 
to hold hands with, their head on your 
shoulder. 

 
Anne:  

• When she goes home, she says “Can I 
have a hug?” and her mum says: “Go 
away darling, I’m just too tired.” 

 
Lucy: 

• They’ll probably be more of a thinker than 
a feeler. It’s not like they’ve had hugs and 
kisses from the staff. 

• Hopefully they feel kind of empathic love 
rather than physical. 



	   100	  

 
Jane:  

• All it needs is a parent coming and giving 
them a hug and saying: “ Let’s go through 
this together.” 

• The rough-and-tumble parenting on awful 
council estates, funnily enough there’s 
more parenting going on there albeit 
chaotic. 

• I realize how important that physical 
proximity and touch is, at times of crisis 
and need. 

• The people in our lives are very precious, 
and we do need to be connected to them 
physically as well as over Skype. 

 
[Holly:]  

• It does upset me when you see children 
deprived of love that I think all children 
should have. The attention. 

• I will come home and sort of hug my 
children a bit more. 

 
 

	  
	  
Money and 
expectations 
[3] 
 
Culture and 
expectations 

 
Money and expectations 
 
Anne:  

• Some parents think they pay for something, 
they’re gonna get it. 

• There’s no language around failure. 
• The school has a status to keep. 

 
Rebecca:  

• Money is a terrible thing. 
• They think money can buy anything. 

Sometimes you wanna shake them and bring 
them back to life. Share with them this is not 
the way the world is. 

• At the end of the day, it’s a business. That’s 
frustrating, if you have really at heart the 
concerns of the child. 

• Reputation is everything. It’s a political game. 
 
[Holly:] 

• Going below the surface, looking deeper, it’s 
who the person is that’s important. 
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The rich don’t have it all 
 
Holly:  

• Lots and lots of money but a lack of love. 
 
Anne:  

• When I first started, I was like: “What have 
these people got to worry about?” 

 
  

The counsellor experiences positive change in self 
 
Anne: 

• I thought I wasn’t good enough – part of my 
cultural history. That’s changed for me in 
there. 

 
[Holly:]  

• My belief system is stronger. Love, and 
listening to people and not controlling them.  

 
 

	  
	  
	  
What really 
matters 
[2] 
 
Culture and 
expectations 

 
What really matters 
 
Holly:  

• It’s all down to the same, about good 
relationships. 

 
  

Impact of the school’s spiritual ethos 
 
Oatcake:  

• The genuine love and care I’ve picked up on. 
Flexibility, becoming more responsive 
generally, more likely to say Yes! 

 
[Holly:] 

• “Busy people are effective people are good 
people” – you can get caught up in this 
‘work,work,work’. 
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The counsellor’s 
feelings 
[3] 
 
[subsumed into 
the categories as 
relevant to the 
context] 

 
The counsellor’s feelings 
 
Anne:  

• I don’t judge them, but I do sometimes feel really 
cross with parents. 

• My discomfort is that sometimes learning needs 
are not picked up. 

• I do feel uncomfortable with how the school 
handle some of those [cultural] differences. 

• A surprisingly positive experience that I’ve really 
enjoyed. I am really excited to be going back. 

 
Jane:  

• A profound sense of unease. 
• I should be being very congruent, yet there are 

things I feel I can’t say. 
• I find it the saddest aspect, other than 

bereavement. 
• I’m intrigued. 

 
Rebecca:  

• It’s a positive, uplifting environment. Fruitful and 
fun. 

• I wanted every child to be happy, but that’s not 
how the world ticks. 

• It’s difficult. 
• You hope, you hope. I hope, I hope, I hope. 
• It’s extremely frustrating. 
• Sad in a way, because we need a lot of people on 

board who are not on board. 
• When you have a boarder who was sectioned 

and a year later they’re so glad to be there, that’s 
fulfilling. 

 
[Holly:]  

• I do get cross with the ideas children are being 
fed. That makes me even more determined. 

 
[Lucy]:  

• I come away feeling sad sometimes, for some of 
them. 

 
[Oatcake]: 

• A sadness that we can provide support but we’re 
not the parents. 
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Appendix J: Tables showing frequency of emergent themes expressing 
feelings 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

0	   1	   2	   3	   4	   5	   6	   7	   8	   9	  

intrigued/curious/fascinated 

enjoyment/excited 

surprised 

comfortable 

uncomfortable 

suspicious 

anxious 

angry 

Anne 

0	   2	   4	   6	   8	   10	   12	  

excited/energized 

powerless/helpless 

uncomfortable/troubled/uneasy 

judgmental/conflicted/incongruent 

worried/concerned 

respectful 

sad 

uncomprehending 

curious/questioning 

Jane 
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0	   2	   4	   6	   8	   10	   12	   14	  

powerless/helpless/frustrated 
sad 

anxious 
isolated 

despairing/disillusioned 
hopeful 

surprised 
lucky/fulfilled 

interested/enlightened 
enjoyment 
conflicted 

Rebecca 


