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Now into February, and though a little late in saying it, we send you our 
very good wishes for 2022 as we hopefully look forwards to better times. 
 
With this Newsletter we send greetings to the many new friends and 
supporters who have joined us since our last Newsletter by finding us on 
our website and to the many who joined us after our Conference last 
November. To each of you we send a warm, personal welcome and hope 
over time we will come to know you and also maybe meet you at a 
Conference one day. 
 
It would be good to know what you would like from Newsletters and we 
will welcome conversations / feedback about this Newsletter and 
thoughts and ideas for the next one… 
 
We welcome Gayle Grant who very kindly has offered to help with the 
Newsletters and it's great to have new ideas. She has suggested we could 
have some Newsletters that are themed and thought we could try 
'Photographs'. So... if you have photographs related to your school days 
please send them to us and we will to start a collection we can use in the 
next Newsletter. For lots of reasons we do not identify the schools. 
 
We would also love to have contributions of articles and /or poetry which 
we could include. Following on from the poetry that we were occasionally 
sent, we started a Poetry Corner at the 2018 Conference and from that 
had many submissions for the 2019 Conference, so we now have a small 
but very good selection. The idea of trying to publish "A Book of Boarding 
School Poems" never quite goes away, so with 'boarding school' and 'sent 
away' as the topics, all contributions will be gratefully received. 



If you have any ideas or writings to send us please mark it 'Newsletter' and 
send it to: info@bss-support.org.uk. 
 
If you want to write to us on any boarding matters or to ask for 
information we will always be pleased to hear from you… also at the 
above address. 
 
Meanwhile... we hope you have a good read! 
 
All good wishes from the Directors of BSS-Support: Sam Barber, Mike 
Dickins, Paul Fray, Margaret Laughton and Allison Ujejski. 
 
 

 
 

Thoughts from the Directors 

 
Sam Barber 
 
My daughter had completed a first day at a Montessori nursery. 
Then she went for another one yesterday. It's only one day a week, I tell 
myself, but a day must be a huge amount of time for a little one. 
My biggest fear is that I might be repeating some sort of boarding school 
pattern by putting a child away from her parents for eight hours. Luckily, 
we only have to put her in this care for one day a week. I pick her up in 
time for her tea. 
 
Although she has more resources at 16 months than the babies who go to 
nursery earlier, she was bawling as we approached the nursery door. I 
couldn't put her in the nursery's care that morning. I cried before I 
entered my boarding school and seeing her in this state I thought 'No.' 
 
Later, the nursery called to say that it was OK to bring my baby girl in for a 
couple of hours in the afternoon to see how she felt. I told them how I felt 
too. I felt reassured that trouble was taken to talk through feelings of both 
the child and parent. There is an illusion that the crying can be ignored as 
an inconvenience. That both I and the nursery didn't ignore this crying, 
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that we talked it through and found a flexible approach mitigated against 
a boarding school-style of shocking rupture where feelings are ignored 
and cut off. 
 
I wonder about some children who are at nurseries from even younger 
ages and for many days a week. The balance is difficult and I fear often 
comes down on the side of money and status over the needs of a baby or 
toddler. Still, nurseries are not boarding schools. Spending the night away 
makes for another level of distress. 
 
 
Paul Fray 
 
Shallow 
 
Over Christmas, I watched a programme about the enigmatic Lady Gaga. 
Hers is not my kind of music – devoutly classical, me – but I am interested 
in her as a distinctive and original talent. There is a defended vulnerability 
about her, swathed in outlandish outfits and fantastical wigs, behind a 
mask of extreme make-up. Gaga says that her whole existence is 
performance art and that she lives somewhere between fantasy and 
reality. While she did not go to boarding school, she suffers from PTSD 
arising from teenage sexual assault – so she is a survivor. 
 
I saw Bradley Cooper's remake of the film A Star is Born when it came out 
in 2018, with Gaga as the eponymous star. I was captivated by it, and I 
thought Gaga's performance was extraordinary. For the part, Cooper 
insisted that she peel off her make-up, and it is as if we see her for the 
first time. Gaga had not played a lead role before, and the story of Ally 
(her character in the film) has echoes of her own development. She 
inhabited the character to the extent that it took her months to come out 
of it when filming was over. 
 
It was similar for Cooper who plays the other lead, Jack. It was his project: 
he was also writer, producer and director. He spent 18 months learning to 
play the guitar and sing, so Cooper the actor became a singer inasmuch as 
Gaga the singer became an actor. This may partly be why the film comes 
across with such authenticity. 



 
The principal songs for the film were written by Gaga. The pivotal song is 
the multi-award-winning Shallow (earning Gaga her first Oscar), which I 
revisited after the TV programme. It is very tender and touching in its 
simplicity. It had a profound effect on me: and, as a die-hard survivor, I 
wondered what it was triggering. 
 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bo_efYhYU2A 

 
In the film, Shallow is an arrangement by Jack of the elements of a song by 
Ally. The simplicity comes from Jack's minimalist treatment of Ally's 
loosely-formed ideas, and the tenderness reveals his growing love for her. 
The song tells of disenchantment with life, a sense of something missing 
that is not satisfied even when perseverance leads to success – a feeling 
that it might all be a superficial front. Ally sings: 
 
Aren't you tired tryin' to fill that void… ain't it hard keepin' it so hardcore? 
 
She sings of taking the plunge, seeking the depths. The song marks the 
beginning of the characters' relationship; so, at one level, it is about falling 
in love. But it is also about the risk of exposure, of hitting the bottom, 
when committing to that irreversible dive: 
 
We're far from the shallow now. 
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This has powerful resonance for me as a boarding school survivor. It puts 
me in mind of going through life without being sure of what it's about; and 
it reminds me of the armour I still wear and the fear of shedding it. 
Perhaps, to an extent, my life is a performance: and I wonder how far 
from the shallow I actually am. 
 
 
Allison Ujejski 
 
Greetings to all. We directors had a new year's call to discuss several 
issues including the timing of this year's conference and whether it should 
be online or in person in London – as in the past. 
 
One advantage of having the conference online is that we can host many 
more people and those from around the world. On the other hand, people 
like the sense of connectedness when meeting face to face. Assuming 
Covid allows, perhaps you'd like to share your preferences for the 
conference. 
 
We are constantly looking for new areas where we can develop our work 
to expand our reach to include younger survivors. This year, we will look 
for ways to reach out to these recent former boarders. We believe that if 
people were reached earlier in their lives, they would have a chance to 
recover when young and so have a better quality of life. 
 
One idea we have is to get in touch with alumni groups from the schools 
to make them aware of the issues through our website. We know of a few 
schools that have mental health on their alumni agenda. Another way of 
reaching out might be through our supporters who have relatives or 
friends who are recent graduates from boarding school. 
 
Apart from the conference, the newsletters, supporting research projects, 
responding to letters, updating our website and the day-to-day 
administration of BSS-Support, please let us have ideas if there are other 
things you would like us to include. 
 
With all good wishes and looking forward to hearing from you on some of 
these issues… 



Mike Dickins 
 
As a teacher I occasionally come across students who leave my classes to 
go to a boarding school. Sometimes it's after their GCSEs. Sometimes it's 
earlier. 
 
I can tell you that each time I find it upsetting. Increasingly so. Today, a girl 
I've taught for nearly two years gave me this news, saying that her Dad 
was going abroad to work. It's made me feel very sad. She thinks it's a 
good idea, and she told me her father loved his time at boarding school. 
Deep down I fear her own free choice has been somehow compromised, 
that is, if young people can ever really give informed consent in a matter 
such as this. But it's not for me to say anything – I don't think – though I 
am wrestling with my conscience. 
 
Also as a teacher, every year I'm formally retrained in how we can Keep 
Children Safe in Education. I like to believe the boarding institution's line 
that physical, emotional and sexual abuse has indeed been eradicated in 
their modern, reformed, progressive schools – though I wonder, a little. 
The definition of child neglect, however, troubles me more. I'm pretty 
happy that these schools competently alleviate educational and medical 
neglect. But I have some questions on: 
 
Physical neglect – are children really 'properly supervised or kept safe?' 
I'm not sure these can be watertight in any school, but at least in mine 
children can go home every night. Safety, remember, means different 
things to young children. 
 
Emotional neglect – this troubles me the most. It is where children 'don't 
get the nurture....they need. This could be through ignoring, humiliating, 
intimidating or isolating them.' Now I'm pretty sure this is more likely to 
happen in a boarding environment – unless I can find one with, say, a 
minimum staff to pupil ratio of around 1 to 3. Again, it's hard to stop peers 
ignoring, humiliating and intimidating one another. And the isolation – 
well, what can replace parental/family love? 
 
Last year my son turned 7. I'm sure you will have heard, read or 
experienced how this can trigger many powerful feelings for the adult ex-



boarder who was sent away himself at this age. And of course I am one 
such ex-boarder. 
 
As a father I suffer and project many dysfunctional things. Of especial 
shame to me: I know I can be distant, cut-off, cold, intolerant, 
judgemental, dismissive of feelings, irritable and even hurtful – all a series 
of devices I use to stop painful feelings crashing through my polished 
persona. My son has to suffer all these things as I continue to wage war 
against them on his, his sister's and his mother's behalf. But the one thing 
I will never do is leave him at the front door of a boarding school. It would 
literally be over my dead body. 
 
And when I told him this he said 'I don't want you to die, Daddy' which 
neatly exemplifies the questionable parenting skills I refer to above  

 
 
Margaret Laughton 
 
It's 2022 at last and I think nearly everyone will be glad that we have left 
last year behind us. 
 
Some did not mind the changes we had to live through: but for many 
including those living alone, it was a very isolated and detached existence. 
Being detached from people and places took many former boarders back 
to those first days and weeks, and then years, of boarding school. 
 
Many people who sent us letters during that time expressed that it was a 
relief, and pleasure, to find that everything they felt about their school 
days, and the effects it had on their adult lives, had a name and that, 



having been in a bit of a desert, they had become BSS Survivors and had a 
Syndrome!... and there were books and specialist therapists they could 
turn to. If any of you would like to know more about us and the 
information that is available you can always write to us, and we will 
always reply; or have a look at our website: www.bss-support.org.uk. 
 
It seems too that Covid has made very many people think about their lives 
in general and where they live. I am part of that movement as I am now in 
Colchester having lived in London for just over 60 years. Near to family 
and lovely countryside and the coast all makes it feel a great move for me. 
 
Those I miss in London, I will come and see, or you can come and stay with 
me in another capital – that of Roman Britain. This, the oldest Roman gate 
in the country, is a 7 minute walk from my house and going through it 
leads to a very good cup of coffee! 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Research 
 
Robert Common a researcher & academic as well as a BSS-Support 
supporter, is conducting research into Boarding School Survivors. 
 
Robert Crosby is an Associate Professor of Psychology is also looking into 
Boarding School Syndrome and hopes to identify symptoms that most 
boarding school survivors have in common. 

http://www.bss-support.org.uk/


BOARDING SCHOOL AS A POTENTIALLY-TRUAMATIC EVENT: 
A QUANTITATIVE INVESTIGATION OF 

'BOARDING SCHOOL SYNDROME' 
PILOT STUDY 

 

The researchers were very grateful to those of you who responded to 
their request in our last Newsletter and they had the excellent total of 
about 70 replies. 
 
What was missing?  It is what we too have wanted for many years and 
that is the involement of recent former boarders. They want to hear from 
former boarders under the age of 30. 
 
Can you please help with what is a very important part of of this work so 
that there can be a record of present boarding that is not just what the 
schools tell us. 
 

 Do you have children, cousins, neices or nephews who have been 
boarders? 

 Or grandchildren? 

 Or friends? 

 Your friends' children? 
 
All should have some survivor feelings about having been boarders We 
know it is sometimes difficult to approach those who are sending their 
children to boarding school or those who have recently left. However this 
is not a critical survey: it is fact-finding, and an approach can be made by 
explaining that the research is about present boarding and how it 
impacted on them. 
 
Robert Crosby writes: Boarding School Syndrome (BSS) refers to a pattern 
of emotional and behavioural challenges that follow growing up in 
boarding school. Although researchers continue to provide valuable 
descriptions of these symptoms through case studies and interviews, 
there is still a lot we don't know about BSS: What percentage of ex-
boarders experience BSS? Is BSS as common now as it was in the past? 
Why do certain people experience BSS more severely than others? Before 



we can answer these questions, we need a standardized measure of BSS 
that can be administered to a large, generalizable sample of ex-boarders. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to create a quantitative measure of 
BSS. 
 
We are looking for self-identified boarding school survivors who are 
willing to complete an anonymous 20-minute online survey. Participants 
will answer some basic questions about their childhood experiences and 
complete the Trauma Symptom Inventory-2 (TSI-2), a popular clinical 
measure of adult trauma symptoms. We hope to identify symptoms that 
most boarding school survivors have in common. Then, in our next study, 
we will use this information to determine whether ex-boarders experience 
these symptoms more severely than ex-day students, whether these 
symptoms are just as common now as they were in the past, and why 
some people experience these symptoms more severely than others. 
 
If you believe that your boarding experience negatively affects your life 
today, we encourage you to participate because (1) your contribution will 
help influence public policy through high-quality quantitative research, (2) 
you will have the option of receiving a free clinical overview of your TSI-2 
results, and (3) for every survey completed, we will donate £10 to BSS-
Support. 
 
Click HERE to participate in the study or to find out more information. 
 
Thank you, 
Robert Crosby, Ph.D. 
California Baptist University 
rcrosby@calbaptist.edu 
 

Any help will be very gratefully received. 
 
 

 
 

https://calbaptist.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eM8zsIGjeKczVhs
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Articles 
 
Learning to Cope 
 
The former stately home was my new home-from-home. At the beginning 
it was exciting then the reality turned to feeling trapped but over my years 
there the corridors and stairways started to feel safe when coming back 
from home holidays. The grounds were tranquil and I spent lots of time 
gazing out to the open land. I still love nature and the freedom it gives 
with the picturesque views. I used it to escape into my mind or sometimes 
when troubling scenarios were bothering me. What do you enjoy as your 
escapism? 
 
The expectations were high and the first headmistress I knew at the young 
age of turning 8, stopped any applause and said 'We expect this high 
standard here'. Holding in my emotions was learnt very early on and I 
adopted a more stoic approach as time went by. This helped in learning to 
cope with difficult situations and formed a more detached response. 
However, the muddle of my mind processing all the emotions was intense 
and understood only if people were aware of my vulnerability. 
 
Learning to cope with an array of situations such as, shoe inspections at 
assembly, being told off if you didn't curtsey to all teachers and guests and 
even bed inspection, was difficult. I became very good by trying to stay 
one step ahead and pedicting the expectations of the fearful matrons who 
ran the place and offered lack of empathy. Now a mother, I have been 
very open showing my feelings with my children allowing that openness to 
create a more positive safe place of expression. 
 
The girl groups that gave whispers and unwanted remarks still remain in 
some of my self-belief but it does not define me. However, there was a 
sense of solidarity between 'us girls' as we were forced to spend a lot of 
time with each other. My coping was to drift between groups, bumbling 
along, never quite making lasting relationships. The key word for me was 
Trust! This small word is so monumental in all my relationships today. The 
person you reached for might not be the best person but was your only 
choice. Can you remember your 'go to' person? A friend or member of 



staff? For me there are one or two but when I started it was a dance 
teacher called Miss Macgregor; she was so lovely. 
 
I missed a lot of my family-days and knowing the daily life beyond the 
gates. I used to ask so many questions in my letters trying to piece it 
together like a jigsaw. I missed birthdays and key events. I used to ask 
questions like "I hope you like the drawing / card I have made for you." I 
bet you used to draw or make something to send home too?? 
I found my letters and it was very funny to see what I did send. My letters 
were very transparent in the early days explaining big moments in my 
personal development and academic achievements. Having to wait for a 
response was difficult. Also anticipating how things would be read. A few 
examples such as 
 
Dear Mummy and Daddy 

 How are you today, well or are you feeling a bit ill? Well, school is 
horrible. Oh and my marks I am ashamed of. Please do not be angry 
but I tried my best. 

 How are you? Thank you for my letter it was lovely. I hope you like 
mine. I missed you two last night very much but do not worry 
because I am fine now … 

 How are you? Well I hope. Are you OK because I have not had a 
letter and I thought you were ill or something? Sorry if that sounded 
rude. 

 
I became hardened to the place, less open and more practical. In one 
letter I state that I was homesick but that I would soon get over that – a 
true sign of how my coping mechanism had kicked in. I am such an 
organiser to the extent that I have plan ABC. While this control has 
stemmed from my years at boarding school, it is very important as it 
brings me comfort. Delegating is vital for what I do day-to-day but again 
trust is the key in allowing this. 
 
My children have taught me what nurturing I have missed, and I did need 
more love. My inner child and adult self still need to be nurtured and 
accepted. I am still learning what I need for care, such as a cuddle or a 
listening ear. Whether you are at a boarding school or not, there's no 



escaping the fact that the negative effects of our school days impact us all, 
in one way or another. 
 
My personal cost is that I did not know me for me. I am very independent 
and I am finally feeling like a woman and not a girl. This may sound odd 
but my behaviours that began at school continued into adulthood. Simply 
acknowledging them can work wonders for moving forward from that 
childlike state. I do celebrate some of my positive coping mechanisms: 
these have helped me achieve a lot in my life. 
 

 
 

Bye… GIGI 
 
 

The Nomadic Life of Boarding School Survivors 

 
'I'm like a bird I only fly away, I don't know where my soul is, I don't know 
where my home is'    
 



These words from a song written by Nelly Furtado came to my mind when 
a brief small-group discussion about ex-boarders being potentially rather 
nomadic in their lives took place at the 2021 BSS-Support conference. I 
wondered whether the boarding school experience can lead on to ex-
boarders being sometimes unsure where we belong – where our home is. 
 
During lockdown I also attended a retreat – it was on-line – so in a way a 
bonus of being able to attend from home instead of residing within an 
institution of some kind. The group leader in a session asked us all to 
visualize being back in our childhood bedroom – not a difficult task for my 
partner as she grew up and lived in only one house and so knew only one 
bedroom. For myself I was at first at a loss to visualize anything at all. How 
many bedrooms did I sleep in as a child? – I knew it was a lot. 
Subsequently I have worked out that by the time I went to prep school, 
aged 8, I had already lived in 8 homes and the school was the fifth I had 
attended. By the time I left boarding school, aged 18, I had slept in 11 
bedrooms at home and I am not sure how many at school. I think we 
moved dormitories every year so that makes another 10 bedrooms – so 
perhaps 21 in all! No wonder I had trouble visualizing my childhood 
bedroom. 
 
All this moving houses was because my father was in the army and so we 
moved all the time. My mother was always very dismissive of people who 
said moving house was stressful. 'We did it at least every year with no real 
bother' she would say. Many of the homes were in the UK but we also 
lived in Malta, Egypt and Germany. 
 
I remember school friends who attended boarding school in the UK but 
lived in other countries – sometimes a very long way off so that going 
home was not always deemed possible in school holidays and hence they 
often stayed with more distant relatives in the UK. I guess their existence 
was also fairly nomadic and the mismatch between their home and school 
culture must have been very stark at times. 
 
Of course being a nomad is not of itself necessarily a bad thing. Some 
established long-lasting cultures are at root nomadic involving travelling 
from place to place – maybe based on finding fresh pasture for animals. 
But I guess these nomads mostly take their homes with them. Also I have 



read about a new type of nomad 'digital nomads' – people who can work 
virtually and so can live wherever they like in the world – a kind of 'Have 
laptop – will travel'. I wonder how many of them are ex-boarders? 
 
One definition of a nomad is 'A constant or full-time traveller – one 
without a home who moves around or travels freely without ties holding 
them back' – perhaps boarding school can prepare us for that sort of 
existence? – exciting and adventurous sometimes but lonely and un-
rooted at other times. 
 
As a 14-year-old boy I watched the film 'Lawrence of Arabia' – very 
memorable (to me at any rate) was the driver at the end of the film who 
says to Lawrence 'Going home sir'. I don't think Lawrence replies but I 
guess he may have been wondering quite where his home was. 
 
So, personally, I can say that I had a very nomadic existence throughout 
my childhood. I guess this became less so as an adult since I am writing 
this from my home of 27 years in a city where I have lived since 1975. 
 
As Nat King Cole once sung: 'There was a boy; A very strange enchanted 
boy; They say he wandered very far, very far over land and sea'. I guess 
that was me as a child – but I eventually opted out of a nomadic existence 
and have been fortunate to find peace, love and happiness in Brighton. 
 

Thurstine Basset 
 
 

 



Poetry 
 

Childhood Loss 
by Margaret Laughton 

 
What does it 
Do to you 
When you lose 
Those who had 
Washed you 
Fed you 
Dressed you 
Rocked you 
Sung to you 
Held you 
And loved you? 
 
You cannot 
Remember 
That time 
That care 
In the first 
Few years 
Of no despair. 
Voices soft 
And gentle touch 
With daytime 
Games 
And bath-time 
Play 
Hair brushed 

On your pillow 
At the end 
Of each day. 
 
At eight 
That world 
Ended 
I had no idea why.. 
What had I done 
That made me cry? 
But I knew 
Life had stopped 
When taken that day 
With strange clothes 
In a Trunk, 
Then moving away. 
 
Moving away 
Past my trees 
And the shops, 
The park and 
My swings 
Leaving home 
Slowly, 
All the time further 
And further away, 
Further 
Away. 
 
 

A new world 
Now starting  
I knew not 
Why 
Just told all the time 
'Big girls don't cry,' 
So what happened 
To me 
After that day 
Being left far away 
Unable to see 
Those who had 
Washed me 
Fed me 
Dressed me 
Rocked me 
Sung to me 
Held me  
And loved me? 
 
How do you live 
In the big world 
Out there 
With pitfalls 
And sharks 
And no one to care? 

 

 



This Newsletter brings all possible good wishes from us all and the  
message that the Website is worth a visit as it changes all the time to 
give information of current News and Events… and that we are here if 
you want any further information. 
 
Please contact us if you want to discuss anything in this Newsletter... and 
we look forwards to your ideas and contributions. 
 
The directors of Boarding School Survivors – Support are: 
 
Allison Ujejski 
Margaret Laughton 
Mike Dickins 
Paul Fray 
Sam Barber 
 
Our Website is:  www.bss-support.org.uk 
Our Contact is:  info@bss-support.org.uk 
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