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Care experienced young people continue to be 
under-represented in higher education. This event 
brought together academic researchers, 
practitioners and other stakeholders with a shared 
commitment to improving outcomes and 
opportunities for care experienced young people. 
It aimed, to contribute to positive change through 
improved understandings of the systemic 
challenges to be overcome.

Summary of key learning points identified 
• Avoid homogenising, stigmatising discourses
• Stop seeing these young people as problems
• Remember that they are young people first and 

foremost
• Be more aware of the diversity of both their 

backgrounds and experiences of care
• Need to better recognise and celebrate  

successes.

Limitations of current approaches to data
• Only records ‘on-time’ milestones and this 

group more likely to reach them later
• More difficult to capture ‘success’ as  

trajectories often different and less linear
• Better incorporate  an understanding of  

having potentially had different Secondary 
school experiences, showing for example  
flexibility in admissions requirements

• Ensuring that support is available at the time 
that it is needed: stage not age.

Humanising experiences of university
• Many universities have come a long way in 

developing support for Care leavers in HE
• Relationships and the personal touch matter, 

including from academics
• Greater awareness that young people can 

struggle with things others are not aware of: 
that little things are big things eg, providing 
sheets and blankets and birthday cards

• Not expecting care leavers to ‘fit’ into a system 
that has not adapted to accommodate care 
leavers but instead putting things in place.

Implications for practice 
• Capturing the voice of young  

people important for driving  
developments in practice

• Coaching potential value for supporting care 
leavers/promoting self-discipline while at  
university - as well as before

• Requires joined up working, including  
collaborating with Local Authorities and Virtual 
Schools.

                        We potentially 
                     underestimate the 
                 significant educational 
             achievements of those who 
                     pursue alternative 
                  educational pathways.

                

                 They will have their own 
           story and we can only work with 
              them to achieve this if we are 
        knowledgeable about this. What the 
      barrier is, is still young people wanting 
             or feeling confident enough to 
                   share this information.



• Need to think outside the box, showing  
persistence and flexibility

• Staff working with young people can have an 
important impact even if this can’t be directly 
measured.

Details of presentations:

Dr Louise Gazeley and Dr Tamsin Hinton-Smith 
(University of Sussex) drew on their evaluation of 
the HE Champions Coaching Programme 
developed by Aimhigher London South 
[https://aimhigherlondon.org.uk] to 
problematise normative understandings of 
‘success’ in the light of the ‘endless small steps 
[that] fall out of the long term goal of university’. 
They also introduced the idea of the human-scale 
university as an alternative way of thinking about 
how systemic challenges may be overcome.

Matthew Blood (Virtual School Head for Children 
Looked After, Safeguarding and Family Support, 
Children’s Services, London Borough of Islington) 
discussed the role of the virtual school in 
promoting good educational outcomes and the 
motivations that led to the development of the HE 
Champions Coaching Programme.

                       The young people I 
               have met are all passionate 
           about the opinions they have and 
             how change can happen. Their 
             voices are the most important.

Anita Troffa discussed the work of the Kaizen 
partnership [http://wearekaizen.co.uk] with care 
experienced young people and the therapeutic 
approach that underpinned the coaching element 
of the HE Champions programme.

Dr Maggie Inchley (Director of Admissions, UG 
Drama, Queen Mary University of London) and 
Dr Sylvan Baker (Lecturer, Royal Central School 
of Speech and Drama) introduced The Verbatim 
Formula (TVF), an AHRC funded participatory 
action research project based at Queen Mary. TVF 
gathers and shares the personal testimonies of 
care-experienced young people, foster carers and 
social workers in order to heighten listening, inter-
vene in every day working practice and 
provoke change in care and education 
[www.theverbatimformula.org.uk].

Dr Fidelma Hanrahan (Research Fellow, 
Psychology/Education and Social Work, 
University of Sussex) presented findings from 
Against All Odds, an international research project 
funded by the Norwegian Research Council which 
aimed to build more positive understandings of 
the experiences of young people and adults who 
have been in care. Her presentation drew on 
accounts from care leavers in England, who were 
in education, training or employment, 
highlighting the hidden successes of those with 
delayed, non-linear pathways to higher education.

Lynn O’Meara (Deputy Head, Student Life Team)
and Karen Tucker (Widening Participation Tutoring 
& Mentoring Coordinator) discussed how support 
systems at the University of Sussex have been 
developed to improve experiences both pre- and 
post-transition.

Presentations and photographs on the CTLR website: www.sussex.ac.uk/education/ctlr/activity/caringaboutcare
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