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Project rationale
• Young adults with experience of public care have disproportionately poor outcomes 

• e.g. education, employment, personal and social functioning1. 
• Focus on poor outcomes is ethically problematic

• Contributes to further stigmatisation 
• Contributes to perception of ‘care’ as a last resort service

• What are the protective effects of being in care? 
• A better understanding of positive outcomes

• Enables understanding of good practice, 
• Benefiting policy and professional development
• Challenges stigmatising categorisation

• Not to deny particularly challenging time experienced by young people who have been 
in care

• More difficult history 
• Expected to manage independent life earlier with little support

1. Mittler & Jackson, 2002; Simon & Owen, 2006; Stein, 2012; Stein & Munro, 2008; Stein, Pinkerton, & Kelleher, 2000



The qualitative study: Sample and methods
• Sample criteria

• people who have experienced at least four years in care (including four non-consecutive years of care) 
• and who are also in either education, training, or employment
• aged 16-32

• Longitudinal interviews 
• Up to 24 young adults in each country 
• 3 interviews; 1 year gap between second and third interview
• Multi-method interviews (lifechart, photos, music*)

• Semi-structured interviews. Questions relating to:
• Current living situation; life/care history; family and social relations; educational transitions; housing 

transitions; experience of leaving care; sense of achievement; role models; future goals

• Recruited via organisations, snowballing, networks

• Cross-national analyses of interviews using a thematic case-based approach

*In Denmark and England, after Sarah Wilson (e.g., 2013)



What can we see in our administrative data?

• Poor educational outcomes and disrupted pathways 
• In England 13.6% of looked after children achieve five GCSEs graded A* to C 

(including English and Mathematics), by the time they are 16 in contrast to 53.1% 
of all young people of the same age.2

• ‘Normative’ timeframes used to assess educational outcomes 
• Problematic binary – educational milestones met or not met, equivalents 

for ’success’ and ‘failure’, and associated pathways
• Risk of writing off those who do not have straightforward care pathways 

or those who do not achieve educational milestones ’on-time’

2 DfE (2017a)



• How many care leavers do important school exams (GCSEs or A Levels) 
twice, or at older ages?

• How many care leavers do access courses to gain entry to HE?
• Largely in the dark about care leavers’ experiences of educational success 

outside of ‘normative’ timeframes and how widespread these are
• Failing to take into account the complex educational experiences of care 

leavers 
• Potentially underestimating the educational achievements of those who 

pursue alternative educational pathways

What can we not see?



• Only a small proportion of care leavers documented to be in studies beyond A 
Level by the time they are 21 

• 7% of 19-21 year olds who are in touch with their LAs were in ’higher’ education
• 19% in education other than ‘higher’ education3

• 38% not in employment, education or training (compared with 13.2% of all young people)4

• Harrison (2017), using data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and 
National Pupil Database, found

• HE participation rate for care leavers 2010-2015 was 11.8% compared to 43.1% 
• young people in care who achieved high grades at KS4 were almost as likely to enter HE as 

other young people with similar grades
• when care leavers who achieved less well were compared to other young people who 

achieved similarly middling or low grades, care leavers were much less likely to enter HE 
• some care leavers, despite not attaining high grades at KS4, successfully pursue alternative 

educational pathways and go on to enter HE at later ages

Care leavers and HE 

3 DfE (2017b)
4 DfE (2018)



• Jackson, Ajayi and Quigley (2005) By Degrees project – experiences of 129 
care leavers in HE

• Family backgrounds similar to all children in care – 60% suffered neglect or 
abuse prior to placement in care

• Care entry for the majority of sample was 14 or 15 years of age 
• Greater placement stability than most 
• However, ‘Having multiple placements did not necessarily rule out 

educational success’ (p14) 
• The contribution of the care system to their educational success
• Importance influence of supportive and encouraging foster carers with 

whom they had emotional bonds

Learning from ‘success’ stories



• to uncover how our national administrative data contributes to an 
underestimation of success for some people who have been in care 

• use narrative accounts to attend to the experiences and pathways of those 
who do achieve indicators of educational success but who do not 
necessarily follow a linear pathway or ‘normative’ timeframes

• how their pathways sit in relation to the characteristics (e.g. number of 
placements; age of care entry) of those who appear to be ‘normatively’ 
successful or not, in the national administrative data

This analysis: using narrative accounts to uncover 
complexity in care leaver’s educational pathways



• Richard
• ‘on-time’ educational milestones: age 19 studying undergraduate degree
• stable long-term placement and entered care at young age
• ‘normative’ but not without barriers: stigma and low expectations 

“I was in Year 8 or 9 and they told me that my grades weren't good enough and 
stuff. And it was just six people sat round this room telling you that you aren't doing 
well. […] Thirteen and you're condemned to failure.”

• legacy of pre-care experiences and trauma of entering care – leading to anxiety 
problems

• foster mother organised counselling, enabling him to continue in pursuing his 
educational goals

• interest and encouragement from English teacher

What do we mean by ‘normative’ educational pathways?



• Karen 
• late entrant to care (age 13) 
• significant disruption to her education once placed in care: “the girl with the bin bags”
• support only after several foster placements and suicide attempts 

• supportive IRO, counsellor, and educators at hospital education service who encouraged her and 
believed in her potential

“I remember my maths teacher really losing her rag with me and being like, you're not doing the foundation paper. 
And that was a really big moment because I always wanted to do the easy paper, and she was like, no; you're not 
doing that. […] she believed in me. […] that was so good. And I really wanted to argue back with her […] But 
actually I was secretly happy.” 

• placed in residential home following discharge – very significant
• allocated a counsellor who became her advocate and biggest support throughout her time in care and 

after:                                                                                            
“She was on my side all the time for everything. […] And I felt that she felt angry for me, really cared, which she did 
care. […] And she was on my side. I felt like she wasn't looking at budgets and statistics. She was really interested in 
what was best for me, and wasn't just focusing on all the bad things. She was amazing. […] I think the thing that 
really made the difference was having one person that was stable, even when everything else was not stable”

• their relationship continued beyond their professional work together. Graduation photo taken with 
former counsellor shared during second interview

What do we mean by ‘normative’ educational pathways?



• Eight out of 19 interviewees had delayed educational milestones
• Reasons for delay were diverse and included pre and post care factors

• Not having the required grades to move on to further forms of HE often as a result of 
earlier gaps in their education

• Mental health issues, often relating to their pre-care experiences
• A lack of information on the significance of examinations and routes to university
• The timing of significant life events (e.g. the death of a parent during key 

examinations)

• Others require more time for educational aspirations to develop before 
returning to education

Delayed milestones; hidden successes



• Frank
• entered care aged 8
• experienced placement stability, though lack of encouragement and praise
• anxiety attacks while at college; subsequently dropped out of his course
• social worker instrumental in turning around his anxiety and confidence issues: one-

to-one work and by organising counselling for him

“She [social worker] understood... She got to know me. My foster mum didn’t really take the 
time to sit down and understand the way I thought about things, whereas [social worker] did. She 
learnt my ways of learning. […] she understood my needs and she helped me rebuild [my 
confidence]. She allowed me to take my own time.”

• returned to college. Additional tutoring organised by social worker because of his 
dyslexia.

• age 22 he had completed his college course and was about to finish an 
apprenticeship with full-time work lined up with the same employer

Delayed milestones; hidden successes



• Jack 
• placed in care age 10 
• struggled with his emotions which often played out at school but he never received any support there

“I don't think anyone sort of thought, oh actually maybe he could do with a bit of support. […] I just 
think having someone nice to talk to... even just to find out how I could get clued into education 
rather than just like...have teachers that I wanted to argue with all the time.”

• left school to pursue an apprenticeship and progressed into full-time employment
• his desire to have the success his friends expected for themselves spurred him on to apply to study at 

college
• didn’t have the required Maths grade and risked not getting onto the course 
• the head of course decided to take a chance on him provided he restudy Maths at college – a decision 

which he said changed his life trajectory. 

“So she put me on my course, which was quite a significant point because if she'd said no then I 
wouldn't be here now...which is quite a significant thing for me. So that was, that was a big moment.”

Delayed milestones; hidden successes



• Claire 
• experience of disruptions associated with poorer educational outcomes: 

• multiple placements
• gaps in her education where she had missed schooling due to placement changes
• low expectations of professionals
• a lack of support from teachers 

• complex educational pathways with intersecting experiences: a placement change 
and her father’s death, just as they were beginning to rebuild their relationship, 
coincided with her GCSEs

• her ambition was to go to university, so she pursued a vocational college course 
• no one had told her that she would need to achieve grades at a very specific level to 

enter university: “I finished that course, but no one had told me about these bloody 
UCAS points.”

Delayed milestones; hidden successes



I don't think they're being given out now, but this is what I 
got for secondary and it's just to put your qualifications and 
achievements in here. I'm very determined to fill it up. I 
want to do well. And this is all my qualifications that I've got 
over the years from now. […] That's probably my...for 
me...my biggest qualification, because not only did I 
achieve level 2 [in Functional Skills English] ...and a level 2 I 
think is equivalent to an A* to a C. […] But when I left 
secondary school I had a grade E for English and maths and 
I wasn't happy with that. […] [For Level 2 English] I did 
exactly what I did at school but on a computer. I was a lot 
more older, I had a bit more support and I felt more 
confident. And this is for me...I don't see my actual grade at 
secondary school as a grade. For me this is my grade, and 
it's level 2. And this was, again, another turning point 
because it made me realise that actually there is a brain in 
there. […] It was just secondary school. I was still playing 
catch up.

Delayed milestones; hidden successes

Frank
• Photo shared during second interview



• failing to adequately capture the educational pathways of care leavers
• no idea how widespread alternative pathways are 
• potentially underestimating the achievements of those in care and failing to 

recognise success 
• potentially failing to understand how to support people where complex lives 

disrupt ‘normative’ trajectories and timescales 
• potentially limiting imagined futures whilst entrenching binarised ideas of ‘success’ 

and ‘failure’
• with timely support and accessible routes back into education many  people with 

care and education histories which don’t typically fit those who reach educational 
milestones may yet do so via alternative routes

• need for a flexible education system that takes into account disruption to make 
alternative education routes a more viable option

• more timely support (e.g. mental health, information on routes to HE) needed so 
that educational milestones aren’t needlessly delayed

Conclusions
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