Shelley Martin
I was placed into care at the age of 13. I was taken to an assessment centre in Johnston, although I cannot remember the name of the placement. I stayed there for approximately two to three months. While I do not recall any physical abuse during this time, I experienced significant emotional neglect. I was left to fend for myself, with no comfort, reassurance, or emotional support. I felt extremely lonely, frightened, and sad. I was a child who had been removed from my home, and no one took the time to check on my emotional wellbeing or help me cope with what I was going through. I felt invisible and uncared for.
After a few months, I was returned home to live with my father. As an only child, my dad was my main source of comfort and stability. He was a single parent, as my mother had previously run away. Being with my dad was the only time during this period where I felt safe and cared for. Sadly, not long after I returned home, my father passed away. This loss devastated me. I was grieving deeply and had no support to help me process his death. Shortly after, at the age of 14 turning 15, I was placed back into care.
I was sent to a residential school called the Good Shepherd Centre in Bishopton. This is where the mental and emotional abuse became much worse. From the moment I arrived, I was picked on by other children. There was little to no supervision, and the children were largely left to themselves. The bullying was obvious, ongoing, and never properly addressed. I was too scared to speak up because the staff themselves were often nasty and intimidating.
One staff member in particular, Sister Carmel Smyth, who was in a senior or headmistress-type role, was especially cruel. She regularly picked on children, including me. She called me nasty names, pushed me, and made me feel small and worthless. She frequently threatened us, and we were all frightened of her. This behaviour was normalised, and no one protected us from it. Instead of feeling safe with the adults who were meant to care for me, I feared them.
During my time there, I became a shell of myself. I withdrew completely and became a loner. I had no one I could trust or talk to. I was often kept in my dorm and isolated from others. Although food was technically provided, there were many times we went to bed hungry. If we were late for dinner or did not like the food, we were simply left without anything. This made me feel punished and unworthy of basic care.
On a daily basis, I was mentally put down, victimised, and made to feel unwanted. Certain staff members bullied me consistently, breaking down what little confidence I had. I was treated as a problem rather than a child in need of care. I was also kept away from family contact. Visits were restricted, and when my mother reappeared in my life, contact was stopped altogether. This caused a lasting divide between me and my mum and left me feeling completely alone. I had no one to turn to, no advocate, and no way of asking for help.
Throughout my entire time in care, I felt neglected. I was constantly bossed around, spoken to harshly, and used as a verbal punch bag. The abuse I experienced was mainly mental and emotional, but it was relentless and deeply damaging. It felt like constant torment, and there was no escape.
The impact of this treatment has followed me into adulthood. I struggle to make and maintain friendships and often isolate myself. I still feel like a loner and find it very hard to trust anyone. I do not feel safe relying on others because the people who were meant to protect me failed me so badly. I suffer from severe anxiety, have frequent nightmares, and struggle with sleep. I often feel overwhelmed by everyday life and find it hard to cope with society.
I firmly believe I was failed by the care system. I was a vulnerable child who needed protection, stability, and kindness, but instead I was neglected, bullied, emotionally abused, and left to suffer in silence. The lack of safeguarding, emotional support, and intervention has had long-lasting effects on my mental health, confidence, and ability to live a normal, connected life. I feel deeply let down by those who were responsible for my care.

