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THE BOYS OF BALLIKINRAIN
When I was a boy attending a rural primary school in Stirlingshire, we were all aware of “bad boys’ homes” and the perennial threat that if we didn’t behave we might be sent away to one.  These institutions were then called “List D Schools” and, as it happened, my mother worked as a housemother for eleven years at a local one, Ballikinrain.  

My interest as to what day to day life was like for these boys and what actually happened in these places was kindled, alongside a conviction that surely no child between the age of eight and sixteen could possibly have done something so bad that they should be removed from their families and “incarcerated”. This conviction had largely remained intact into adulthood.  Over the years I realised that my ignorance and misconceptions regarding children in necessarily enforced residential care was the norm.  The general public, even those living with a school in its community, knew and know extraordinarily little about this aspect of the society that we live in.  The subject has been taboo, and to a degree shrouded in secrecy.  Saltire Films, from 2000, determined to learn and share the reality of life at Ballikinrain with a wider audience, by making a series of documentaries.
But what were we going to make?  Our plan, simply put, was to live with, over a period of time, some of the pupils at Ballikinrain; with their guardians; families where possible, social workers, teachers and school staff.  By telling the individual human stories, the films would then explore the issues, difficulties and realities for children in residential care.  

There were many hurdles in effecting the plan, not least Section 44 of the Child Protection Act which prohibited publishing pictures or details of children in the very circumstances we wished to explore.  Films which cannot visually portray the principal characters don’t exactly engage an audience.  In 2005, due to a change in Scottish legal precedent, Saltire was advised that we could proceed and with a myriad of permissions and caveats, we could tell the stories of a limited number of boys at Ballikinrain.
Preparations prior to filming went on for more than a year. The boys at Ballikinrain are placed there by Councils around Scotland. Therefore, we had to undertake continual consultation with Social Work Departments the length and breadth of the country; Ballikinrain School, primarily its Headmaster, Christ McNaught who had, throughout, absolute faith in our intentions; its Board at the Church of Scotland; guardians and many individuals whose primary concern was for the wellbeing of the children at the school. As the first production company in the UK to work outwit Section 44, Saltire was taking on a major challenge but also a major responsibility.  
We had to ask ourselves many moral questions like, how much detail of these children’s’ stories was relevant and could be shown, and most importantly, what was the possibility of subsequent backlash, difficulty or even danger being experienced by the boys and their families when the films were transmitted?  What would the reactions of other family members, friends, neighbours, classmates be?
To help the pupils involved understand all the implications of engaging with our filming, Who Cares, advisors who were independent of Saltire, the School and the Church of Scotland, became involved and represented and advised the boys. They explained very clearly to them, and in detail, exactly what consequences they might possibly experience.
Filming lasted for eight months and is now finished. (SAY MORE ABOUT THE ACTUAL FILMING?)  Directed by Stephen Bennett with extraordinary sensitivity the films get to know half a dozen individual boys whose trust had been gained and who are incredibly open, candid and their stories ultimately moving.  Yes, of course, there are examples of aggression, foul language, anger and frustration, all manifestations of the damage done to these children as a result of differing circumstances.  But there is so much more – innocence, aspiration, humour and success.
Filming was exhaustive; days starting as pupils woke up going on often throughout the day and subsequent nights.  The actual arrangements had to be incredibly flexible, with nothing being set up or pre-arranged by the tiny production crew, one of whom was a member of Ballikinrain’s staff.  A major difficulty was in the selection and commitment of those boys who agreed to be filmed.  All children can be capricious and change their minds in a matter of hours let alone during the course of months.  The children at that stage of their lives change themselves and the appeal of “being a celebrity” this week can wear off rapidly.  So who was actually in the films along with their attendant carers, families etc., were subject to change and constant scrutiny.  Possibly the greatest challenge Stephen Bennett faced was gaining the real trust of the boys, enabling the audience insight into who they really are, expressed with a rare honesty.
The reasons for wanting to make these films were to let a wider public see the reality of schools like Ballikinrain; the extraordinary work of staff dealing with tough, damaged boys who are also, at heart,  little children missing their mums.  It was also to understand the importance of trying to help youngsters reclaim their childhood and find a more positive future before lawlessness and despair became so ingrained that repeat offending and a lifetime of prison does not become a reality.
Chris McNaught, the Headmaster, gave his and Ballikinrain’s reasons for allowing the project to proceed.

“We had to think long and hard before letting the cameras in but I believe it is important that the public is made more aware of the work of residential schools – there are a lot of myths out there but not much in the way of true understanding.  Even so, I have to praise the bravery of the children, the families and the staff who put their lives and work on public display.  I hope the viewers will now understand the challenges faced by the schools and the young people in this situation.  Their lives have often been very chaotic and we try to give them a sense of order but equally importantly we try to give them a route back into childhood so they can get those building blocks which are important for the development of all individuals.”
Other than providing compulsive viewing of individual human stories, if the films achieve some of Chris’ aspirations, they will have been worth making and watching.

