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English summary national report (WP5)

1.  The purpose of the study and the EU context (to be provided by editor)

2.  The national policy context and brief outline of care and education systems

Education in England
Expenditure on education in the UK is just above the OECD average as a proportion of GDP, but a higher then average proportion comes from private sources due to the existence of fee-paying independent schools, only accessible to high income families. These cater for about seven per cent of the school population but account for almost half the intake of the most prestigious universities. 

School attendance or education in some other setting is compulsory from age five in primary (5-11) and secondary (11-16) schools. Upper secondary education either at school or further education college is not obligatory, but with 87 per cent of young people now staying on, it can be regarded as the normative pathway.  The government sets attainment standards for key stages, of which the most important is Level 4, the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE), the first national examination taken at around 16. The standard for successful completion of secondary education is five subject passes at grades A*-C. This is attained by only 14 per cent of children in care compared with 65 per cent of all children and almost all pupils attending independent or selective schools.

Those who remain in academic education take further exams at 17 and 18 (AS and A levels) and the results are used by universities to allocate places. The chances of achieving high level passes at A level are much greater for those attending independent schools or staying on in school ‘sixth’ forms then for students taking A levels or equivalent at Further Education colleges, as do most young people looked after by local authorities. University entrance is likely to become increasingly competitive and expensive in future.

Children in care and their education[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Since the 1989 Children Act the official term for children in out of home care in England is ‘looked after’ but it has continued to be used interchangeably with ‘in care’ as it is in this report] 

About 61,000 children are looked after by English local authorities at any one time, but with a large amount of movement in and out of the system.  The peak age for admission is 13-14, and these young people tend to stay until they leave care, usually at age 17 or 18. Family care, either provided by local authority carers or through private agencies, is generally preferred to institutional care, and around 75 per cent of those in care are looked after by foster carers.

Growing awareness of serious deficiencies in care and after-care services led to some local authorities setting up leaving care and educational support teams in the 1990s.  However, education was not generally considered of much importance for children in care until the Labour government took office in 1997 (Jackson, 2010). 

An influential government enquiry established the link between their very low educational achievement and high risk of social exclusion in adulthood (Social Exclusion Unit 2003, Jackson, 2008). Numerous measures were introduced, designed to raise attainment and improve the long-term life chances of children and young people in and leaving care through legislation, statutory guidance, dissemination of best practice and provision of additional resources The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 laid a statutory duty on local authorities to support young people in full time education up to age 24. Leaving care teams were established in areas where they did not already exist; attempts were made to discourage early leaving and to make transition to adulthood a more gradual and individualised process. In 2004 Children Services Departments were set up in every local authority bringing care and education under one administrative body both locally and centrally, with legal responsibility for promoting the educational attainment of looked after children. A Children’s Rights Director was appointed to seek the views of children and young people about the services they receive.

The broader policy context includes the Every Child Matters agenda with five targets including two, ‘enjoy and achieve’ and ‘achieve economic well-being’ directly related to obtaining educational qualifications, with the care system not seen to be doing well enough on either count (DfES 2006), and the Widening Participation programme designed to increase the proportion of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds accessing higher education.  Children in care were clearly a target group for this initiative since their participation at the time was estimated to be about one per cent, less than any other identifiable section of the population (SEU, 2003).

	      Over this period the concept of corporate parenting received general acceptance, meaning that all government and official agencies should work together with social workers and carers to enhance the well-being of children in public care, including their educational opportunities. However the timing of the present research coincided with an economic recession in the UK during which employment prospects for young people, especially those without educational  qualifications, deteriorated sharply (Jackson & Cameron, 2009).. It is uncertain how far the coalition government elected in May 2010 will continue the policies of its predecessor.
      
3.   What did we know at the start of the study and what questions did we need to ask?
     
The first stage of the research was to carry out a comprehensive literature review to find out what was already known (Höher et al, 2008).  Research on the education of children in care in England dates back to the 1970s and the extent of their educational disadvantage is well documented.  Statistics comparing the educational attainment of children in care with the general population have been collected since 1999 and published since 2002. They show a wide and growing gap between the levels attained by looked after children and others. There is now a substantial body of research relating to the school experience and educational achievement of looked after children, but It consists mostly of small scale qualitative studies or evaluations of practice initiatives using subjective measures of improvement. It is written from a social care perspective, taking little account of educational or sociological evidence or theoretical insights relevant to the care population. 

Additionally, almost all previous research is exclusively concerned with schooling up to 16. There is only one empirical study of the post-compulsory educational experience of young people with a care background: the By Degrees study (Jackson, Ajayi and Quigley, 2005). This focuses on the very small group of care leavers who go to university, leaving a gap in our knowledge of what happens to the majority of young people in care between the ages of 16 and 19. Statistical information on the further or higher education of young people who were looked after at 16 is limited and poorly differentiated. 

Another relevant body of literature relates to young people making the transition from care to independence.  There is ample evidence that lack of qualifications causes severe problems for them but in general research on leaving care is more concerned with accommodation, job-seeking and budgeting than education or emotional well-being (Stein, 2004). One study noted that among a group of young people who did progress to further education, the drop-out rate was 80 per cent (Wade & Dixon, 2006). There seemed to be little interest in the minority who were educationally successful and no research addressing the central question for the YiPPEE study, how well does the care system recognise and promote educational potential among children in care? To what extent are they enabled to, or prevented from accessing universal educational provision beyond the age of compulsory schooling?
	
4.   How the research was carried out
	
	Following the state of the art literature review (WP2), the next stage consisted of secondary analysis of national statistics on children in care and their educational attainment (WP3) and a survey of all local authorities.  From these, five local authorities were chosen for closer study and agreed to participate. They were selected to represent different socio-economic characteristics:  urban and rural, within and outside London, with varying numbers of children in care, care leavers and unaccompanied asylum seekers. They differed greatly in size, with the largest area having a total population of 640,000 and the smallest only 172,000. 

      Managers of leaving care services and education support services were interviewed in each area. They were asked for information on their services, on educational opportunities available in their locality and for their views on what made it easier or harder for young people in care to access further and higher education. They were also asked for more detailed statistical information and contact details for all young people aged 19-21 in their area who met the criteria for inclusion in the study[footnoteRef:2] and were willing to become involved. Telephone screening interviews were then carried out with all those nominated, from which the intensive sample was drawn. [2:  The inclusion criteria were that the young person was in care at the age of 16, had been looked after for at least a year and had shown some sign of educational promise in the form of passing at least one GCSE or equivalent.] 


Thirty two individuals were interviewed in depth in the five study areas, and 27 of them were interviewed again approximately one year later.  The young people were asked to nominate an adult who had been supportive of their education and 18 of these individuals were also interviewed, either face-to-face or by telephone. All face-to-face and some telephone interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed using SPSS and the NVivo qualitative data analysis package.

The first interview with the young people took a life story approach following the interviewees’ lead but with a list of areas to be covered.  Other interviews were more structured although still using open-ended questions as far as possible. The first interview included a ‘lifeline’ which helped the researchers to map the young person’s care and educational career. In the second round of interviews the young people were asked to complete a self-efficacy scale.


 5.   The views of leaving care managers and teachers

        There was considerable difficulty in obtaining the statistical information requested from leaving care teams, indicating that aggregated data on the post-16 education of looked after young people is not routinely collected.  However almost all the leaving care managers interviewed expressed a strong commitment to improving the educational attainment of young people in contact with their service and encouraging them to continue in some form of post-compulsory education or training.  With some exceptions, expectations and aspirations for the young people concerned were rather modest and they tended to be steered towards vocational qualifications rather than academic courses. However, in contrast to previous research findings, there was a clear assumption that looked after young people who enrolled on college courses or obtained university places should be supported in their studies and broad agreement across local authority areas on the factors that helped or stood in the way of participation, at individual, organisational and policy levels (Hauari et al, 2010).. 
									
	Facilitating factors

	Obstacles

	· Placement stability
· Early support for catch-up learning
· Action-oriented Personal Education Plans (PEPs)
· Staying in placement after 18
· Support from family, carers and professionals
· Financial resources and practical help
· Personal motivation and persistence
· Sympathetic schools
· Having a designated member of the leaving care team with responsibility for education
· Positive community and cultural influences
· Clear protocols agreed with colleges and HEIs

	· Multiple placements
· Disrupted schooling
· Little emphasis on education by social workers and carers
· Failure to address learning problems or compensate for gaps in schooling 
· Low self-esteem and lack of aspiration
· Lack of information and guidance
· Moving too early into independent living
· Knowing no one with HE experience
· Anxieties about money
· Difficulties with birth families
· Rejection by foster carers at 16+
· Having no one who cares



6.	Young people’s experiences

	A holistic approach was taken to the research questions, locating the young people’s        educational experience within the overall context of their lives, in and out of care.  The areas covered were young people’s lives at the time of first and second interviews, their current concerns, educational engagement and attainments, social relationships and informal learning and leisure activities.  Exploration of their past experiences covered life in their birth families and ongoing relations with relatives, childhood events, care careers and educational lives during the compulsory school years. How much support for education was provided by birth relatives, teachers, social workers, foster parents, residential carers and others? What were the young person’s own hopes and dreams and to what extent were they fulfilled? Most of the young people were interested in the study and very positive about contributing to it.

        
Present lives
         At the time of the first interview 25 out of the 32 young people described education as their main daytime activity. Twelve were already in higher education and 11 more intending to continue their education at university level. Only three young men and one woman were not in education, doing some kind of training or working.  Almost all were living independently in social housing and working part-time to supplement the inadequate financial assistance they received from leaving care services. Three were still living with foster carers and former carers were often an important source of support, emotional as well as practical. 
	Almost all those interviewed experienced severe financial difficulties. Those in further education were entirely dependent on support from leaving care teams as they were not eligible for welfare benefits. Living independently involved a constant struggle to find money to pay bills and everyday expenses, while part-time jobs were increasingly scarce. The housing they were allocated was often in isolated or run-down areas and in a bad state of repair. They reported a serious falling off of professional support after leaving school and little targeted support for care leavers in their further and higher educational institutions, although those at university seemed to enjoy greater stability in their lives than the others.
	Six young people reported serious mental health problems, but nearly all were determined to continue with their education.
	
         Family and care lives
	The family backgrounds of the UK-born young people in the study were very typical of children in the care system. They came from extremely complicated families and almost none, with the exception of some unaccompanied asylum seekers, had lived with both parents for any length of time. Fathers were generally absent altogether. The three dominant themes that emerged from accounts of their family life before care were feeling unwanted and unloved, parents’ addictions and mental health problems, and bereavement. A third of the interviewees had lost a parent by the age of 15. Parents were described as too bound up in their own problems to pay attention to their children’s health, wellbeing or education. The young people often knew little about their parents’ occupations or education, but in general for those born in the UK, they could be described as unwaged working class with few or no educational qualifications. Conflict with step-parents or parents’ partners featured in many accounts and often precipitated the entry into care. Some children suffered many years of severe abuse before beginning to be looked after.

	For 60 per cent of the young people the main placement was foster care, 16 per cent had been in residential care and 20 percent in both types. Seventeen had 1-3 placements, 13 had between 4-10 placements and only two had more than ten placements.  Over half of respondents reported at least one negative experience in care, such as emotional abuse, inadequate food, being treated differently to other children or being asked to leave prematurely. In residential care, according to our informants, education hardly seemed to figure at all: ‘no one goes to school in (residential) care very much’. The majority of carers were reported as being uninterested in education and ill-equipped to offer support.

	On the other hand several young people spoke warmly of foster carers and said that at least one of their foster placements, usually the last, had been extremely supportive of their education, urging them to aim high and taking a keen interest in their activities and achievements. This was not necessarily associated with foster carers having a higher level of education themselves, but it did seem to go with a strong commitment to lifelong learning. Some foster parents made financial contributions, crucial in enabling young people to continue their education. 
	
	Educational lives
Nearly all the young people in our sample had experienced extreme disruptions in their education, caused by the characteristics of their birth families, the traumatic experience of coming into care and the events leading up to it and frequent changes of placement within care. Many, though not all, had a very unhappy time at school due to bullying and discrimination and sometimes their own disturbed behaviour which seemed more often to have received punitive rather than therapeutic attention. 

	Despite this, many of these young people were able to maintain a clear sense of themselves as competent learners and with what might be called a strong learning identity. They looked forward to the next phase of their educational lives in the hope that it would be better than the previous one.
	
	The majority came from families with no experience of post-compulsory education and some had to overcome opposition or scepticism from relatives or carers when they decided they wanted to continue in education after 16. This was easier if they attended a school where staying on after 16 was the norm or had a group of friends who were aiming for university (see below).

	Of those attending university, only two had been able to follow the normative pathway – GCSE, AS level, A level - described earlier.  The other seven students following this route had all experienced delays and interruptions.  It was more common for care leavers to follow a vocational route, building up qualifications through courses at further education colleges. Vocational qualifications, technically equivalent to A levels, are less likely to be accepted by more prestigious universities. Another route open to applicants over 21 is provided by access courses, which can give direct entry to university. Two students had reached university by this route, but one dropped out in his second year. Given the many obstacles in their way, it is remarkable that 12 of the 32 young people were attending university and another 11 expressed the intention of doing so.

	Informal learning and leisure
         This is an unexplored area in the research literature. However there is evidence from studies in the USA and Ireland that participation in social and leisure time activities has a positive effect on educational progress (Gilligan, 2007). The 32 young people in the in-depth sample engaged in a wide range of social and leisure activities which were very important in bringing them into contact with others of their age who had not been in care and enabling them to develop new friendships and a wider social network. Sport, especially football, was the most popular activity, but, perhaps less predictably, over a third were or had been involved in volunteering, sometimes over a period of many years, in a wide variety of settings. Of the 12 volunteers, 11 were in full time education, five of them at university.

	Seven young people were involved in arts-related activities which had enabled them to develop and use their skills and abilities, and in at least one case to turn away from a self-destructive life-style. For two young men, music had played a key therapeutic role, helping them to overcome depression and continuing to play a major part in their lives.
	Both had also used their music for social purposes, organising groups and performances and teaching others to play instruments.

	Church and faith-related activities made up an integral part of the leisure and social lives of four young people, enabling them to become part of a community which could fill their time in socially useful and enjoyable ways at low cost. Most importantly it brought them into contact with friends from stable backgrounds and adults who could act as informal mentors. This was also true of other leisure and social activities (Gilligan, 2007). Such activities can provide vital consistency for young people in the midst of disruption in other areas of their lives

Friends, along with professionals and carers were found to be crucially important agents in the formation of positive learning identities in young people.  Some young people had been encouraged to continue in education by friends who were staying on at school or applying to university. In one case a young asylum seeker, not entitled to support from his local authority, was enabled to stay at university by financial help from his friends.

	Looking ahead: hopes and dreams for the future
	We asked young people what they hoped to be doing in one year and five years time. A key finding is the high proportion – 20/32 – whose future plans centred on education, either completing their current study programme or starting a new one. Their aspirations were generally rather modest: to gain qualifications that would lead to stable employment, and eventually to own their home and start a family, which they hoped would be very different from their birth family. Career aspirations were mostly unspecific and fluid and subject to change in a downward direction in the face of practical difficulties, for instance from barrister to legal assistant. 

	The second interview, a year later, enabled us to see how far their short-term aims had been achieved.  Several of them had been forced to modify or postpone their plans due to a variety of obstacles. These included childcare responsibilities (three young women), ill health, lack of support from professionals, and in the case of asylum seekers, language problems and uncertain legal status. Increasing difficulty in finding employment and reductions in local authority financial contributions due to the worsening economic situation had disrupted the plans of some young people. However, many of them displayed a strong sense of self-efficacy and resilience, believing they could succeed if only they worked hard enough.  As one young man said, ‘… nothing going to stop me studying’.      
	
6.  Conclusions and implications for policy and practice
         
The research questions proposed in our original proposal were:  i) what are the post-compulsory educational pathways of young people who have been in local authority care for at least part of their childhood and (ii) what are their educational identities and how do characteristics such as social class, gender, ethnicity, being an asylum seeker or having caring responsibilities impact on their educational pathways. In looking at these questions we have moved beyond the discourse of research on the care system and considered our findings in the light of insights drawn from educational sociology.

One concept that we examine is individualisation, as discussed by Beck and colleagues, who argue that the choices individuals make about their own lives are less constrained than in the past by normative barriers and expected roles and distinctions along gender, ethnic and class lines (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002). Our findings do not support this hypothesis. On the contrary, for this highly disadvantaged group of young people, the link between social class and identity and the limited scope for choice-making remains extremely powerful, as Furlong (2009) suggests.  Although it could be argued that being in public care gives some young people access to resources that would not have been available in their families of origin, the evidence from our study suggests that the majority of professionals and substitute carers with whom they come into contact are as likely to reinforce their class and gender-based assumptions about educational and career paths as to challenge them. 

Young people themselves seemed to have a rather strong sense of self-efficacy and were motivated to make the most of their opportunities and, especially, to follow a different life course from that of their parents.  ‘Hopes and dreams’ were mostly very modest and realistic. Education was seen primarily as a route to employment although the idea of going to university held a strong appeal for some. Choices, open in theory, were in fact highly constrained by low levels of qualification, limited horizons and practical considerations.  For example, those with council tenancies would only apply to local higher education institutions for fear of finding themselves homeless.

Their contact with professionals in no way compensates for the lack of social capital or support from their birth families. Most of them did not receive any personalised career guidance, or if they did it was a one-off encounter. Among the young people in our study, those who were able to articulate future goals were most likely to be influenced by friends and relatives or by celebrity magazines and television. By the time of our second round interviews they had sometimes been obliged to reduce their ambitions by lack or money or by failing to achieve required entry qualifications, often in the aftermath of some family upheaval. Unplanned pregnancies derailed the journeys of three of the young women.

Nevertheless, our findings indicate that many more young people growing up in public care have the potential and motivation to benefit from further and higher education than has been assumed in the past. The problem is that it seems more or less impossible for them to follow a normative educational pathway through school and post-compulsory education.  Even among those who succeed in going to university, their itineraries are marked by many interruptions, diversions and false starts. 

Reaching the expected level for continuation in education at 16 is very hard because of the disruptions caused by family crises, irregular attendance at younger ages and frequent changes of care placement, often also involving changes of school. They may also suffer from poor self esteem due to abuse or neglect in the family setting, discrimination and bullying by fellow pupils and difficulty in doing school work as a result of gaps in attendance and lack of support in their home setting. The generally low educational level of first hand carers limits their ability to offer support for homework or provide a stimulating environment. They may also have negative attitudes towards education derived from their own experiences.

It is very important that care and education practitioners recognise that, for all these reasons, it is most unlikely that the GCSE examination results achieved by looked after young people represent their true level of ability. Professionals can play a key role in supporting young people to improve their educational and career chances by remaining in education after 16. However  because they are starting from behind and may still have many obstacles to overcome, this means that they are more likely to be ready to enter higher education at 20 or older than at the normative age of 18 or 19.

It is therefore essential that local authorities do not set arbitrary age limits on the financial support they are willing to provide for young people who have been in care to pursue their educational goals, and without which they will have little hope of achieving qualifications leading to satisfying (or any) employment.
       
7.  Recommendations to national and local government

· Statistics on the education of children in care should continue to be collected and published annually including detailed information on participation in different forms of post-compulsory education. Reliable statistical information comparing the attainment of looked after children with the general school population is an essential basis for further improvement
· Education and care statistics should be combined and disaggregated to show the proportions of care leavers with different characteristics (gender, ethnicity etc.) attaining different levels of qualification up to the age of 25
· Education and care for looked after children should continue to be the responsibility of one central government department and of a single local authority department with a director of children’s services at chief officer level and a lead elected member
· A detailed educational assessment should be made when a child begins to be looked after and intensive catch-up help given from the earliest opportunity
· Looked after children should be kept in mainstream education with whatever additional support is required. Behaviour problems should be seen as a response to adverse experiences rather than an intrinsic characteristic of the child. 
· Placements should give priority to educational support. The capacity of carers to provide this should be one of the criteria in recruitment and training.
· Leaving care teams should include well qualified teachers with a specific remit to promote and support post-compulsory education
· It should be assumed that children in long-term care will remain in placement and education at least until the age of 18 and care and Pathway Plans should be formulated in line with that expectation
· Local authorities should provide financial support for young people in or leaving care in whatever form of further or higher education is most suitable for them
· Foster and residential carers should be clear that promoting educational achievement is a key aspect of their role. Those not able to provide educational support due to their own low level of education should receive additional help and guidance from qualified teachers.
· Teachers need to understand the care system and social workers need to be well informed about education; this should form part of their respective training and continuing professional development
· Leisure and social activities should be actively promoted and greater efforts made to ensure continuity across placement moves. More should be done to assist young people to capitalise on the opportunities for leisure-based and volunteering projects to provide qualifications, income and work experience.
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