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Meet three teenagers who have lost a combined 28st in just
eight months at an innovative boarding school for the obese

WORD S MANDY APPLEYARD

WITH ITS classrooms,

a set timetable, sports
lessons and dormitories,
Wellspring Academy sounds like any
other boarding school. But there’s
a big difference — all the pupils
are dangerously overweight, and
enrolling here could save their lives.

The academy in North Carolina, USA,
accepts kids aged 11-18 and offers a
tough 24/7 regime of diet and exercise.
Now;, in a moving new TV documentary
series, it's opened its doors for the

rst time — allowing cameras to follow
students as they try to lose weight.

For teenagers sometimes so un t
they're barely able to walk, it's a huge
mountain to climb. They’re up at 6am
and have a full day of school lessons as
well as exercise classes, group therapy,
behavioural coaching and a weekly
weigh-in. All this on just three calorie-
controlled meals and two snacks a day.

But change comes at a price. On
average, students stay at Wellspring
for eight months at a cost of $6,250
(£3,975) per month, but the pay-off
is that pupils return to their families
thinner, tter and happier.

So, why does it work?

“The school allows kids who have
issues with their weight to develop
new habits,” explains Susan Borgman,
Wellspring Academy’s clinical director.
“We're trying to help them understand
that they have the power to change.”

Here, three of the school’'s students

share their stories...

Name: Emily Hodge, 12
Height: 5ft 5in

Weight before: 15st 6lbs
Weight now: 10st 8lbs
Total weight loss: 4st 12lbs
Target weight: 9st 9lbs

“l was 11 and the youngest student
here when | arrived,” says Emily. “It
was hard — | felt lonely, isolated and
homesick. But | coped by talking to
my counsellor and focusing on my
weight-loss goals.

“People think that skinny is beautiful,
so if you're not skinny they can be
very cruel. Growing up, kids bullied
me at school and called me names. |
used to hide what | was feeling, then
I'd go home and cry alone in private.

“I've been overweight since the age
of three. | used to sneak food when
nobody was looking and eat until | was
sick. | thought about food constantly
and felt | needed it all the time.

“My parents were worried about my
size, so after my mum heard about
the Wellspring Academy, we visited
it and | felt ready to make a change.

“Eight months later, it's strange to see
myself in the mirror — and | can’t wait
for everyone back home to see me. |
feel proud knowing that the rst thing
they’ll think won’'t be how big | am.

“As soon as | get home, I'm going
on a shopping spree. As for the future,
| want to get to my goal weight and
sustain it by sticking to everything I've
learned about nutrition and exercise.

“I don’t ever want to go back to my
old habits or be big again. It'll be a
challenge, but I'm ready for it.”
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Tanisha’s story...
Name: Tanisha Mitchell, 17

Height: 5ft 5in

Weight before: 36st 6lbs

Weight now: 21st 1lb

Total weight loss: 15st 5lbs

Target weight: 12st 12lbs

“*Vhen I arrived at Wellspring, | was
th. 2 F 2 wiest person ever to come here
ar.7 w s classed as super-morbidly
8- 5c.. | reveals Tanisha. ‘At my initial
.1Zigh-in, the tape measure the staff
» P

P sed didn't even reach all the way
around me — it was so embarrassing.

“Losing so much weight feels like
I've escaped some kind of prison. |
have Blount’s disease (a shinbone
growth disorder), so | used to spend
weeks in bed as | could barely walk.

“Because | was home-schooled, |
never compared myself to other kids
so | didn't see myself as big. But my
parents became worried about my
life expectancy, so they sent me to
Wellspring. | was so grateful, | was
determined to try my hardest.

‘A typical day means getting up at
6am for lessons, nutrition training and
exercise, before lights out at 9.45pm.
Our meals and snacks are very healthy,
and | eat around 1,200 calories a day.

“I've been here for eight months now
and go home in May. Next year, |
want to study law at college. That's my
dream, and Wellspring has improved
my con dence to help me achieve it.”

been working hard and sticking
to it. It's been miserable at times,
but you have to keep going.

‘At school, | used to feel isolated
and unpopular, but I've been back
to visit since and had nothing but
positive comments. That was so good:
it was the rst time it felt like the other
kids wanted me there. | cried, but it
was with happiness, not sadness.

“These days | have more energy
— | can run faster and for longer —
but Wellspring isn't just about the
physical, it's about being better
mentally as well.

“I'm going home in a few weeks and
I know there’ll be temptations, but
| feel strong about resisting them —
particularly as | no longer have to
worry about what people are saying
about me behind my back.

“| feel like a weight has been lifted
from me — which it literally has.”

Name: Scotty Basso, 14

Height: 5ft 10 %¥zin

Weight before: 26st 2lbs
Weight now:
18st 2lbs
Total weight
loss: 8st
Target weight:
14st 4lbs
‘My whole family
s overweight —
Joth my parents
1ad gastric bands
tted — and | used
o eat lots of pizza
ind fried foods,”
[dmits Scotty.
In eight months,
ve lost 8st. | feel
o much better. |
an hardly believe
hat I've achieved,
ut the secret has

Scotty’s story...

Scotty
before

Emily
before
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At his heaviest, Scotty
weighed more than 26st

Tanisha’s con dence
ha§ improved since
losing more than 15st

Emily went from 15st 6lbs
to 10st 8lbs, and can’t wait
to show off her new gure
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