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Abstract
The study explores the impact of Aimhigher activity on the lives of young people
looked after and in alternative education. In the background of the mixed
messages around the effectiveness of the Aimhigher initiative and its closure of
the latter in 2011, it is argued that Aimhigher did, in fact, play a very positive role
in the young people’s lives. In view of recent messages that a similar initiative
may be under way, it is necessary to understand, and make use of Aimhigher
legacy, including critique and best practice.

The remit of the scheme was mainly associated with improving social justice
through increasing the participation of disadvantaged groups in higher
education. However, due to ineffective targeting strategies and flawed
monitoring mechanisms, it was not possible to establish a link between heavily
funded Aimhigher activity and widening participation trends. Additionally, there
was a general scarcity of research literature available on the issues related to
Aimhigher and its effectiveness. At the same time, documents produced by
Aimhigher partnerships feature positive accounts of pupils and teaching staff.
Connections have also been made between Aimhigher activity and potential
transformations in the young peoples’ attitudes and behaviour. There is also a
small body of literature that highlights the importance of exploring the
unexpected and the unintended outcomes of any project. It is argued that an indepth exploration of individual experiences is needed in order to understand
whether Aimhigher had a positive effect on its participants.

The exploration is carried out using the resilience framework, which allows the
researcher to examine the changes in the young people’s lives over time.
Therefore, the Aimhigher experience is understood as a part of the participants’
life trajectories, which are constructed of the young people’s interactions with
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their environment. Grounding this investigation within literature on resilience
and its applications is particularly useful, as there has been an increase in the
practitioners’ interest in operationalising the resilience framework. The
understanding of the resilience-building mechanisms can be utilised in the design
of current and future interventions for those disadvantaged and vulnerable, thus
contributing to the strength-based discourse around vulnerability and risk.

Interviews were carried out with nineteen young people who were looked after
or in alternative education at the time of their Aimhigher participation. In
addition, nine professionals from gate keeping organisations were interviewed,
all of whom had knowledge of the initiative and the young people.

The findings reveal that taking part in Aimhigher activity can act as a protective
factor in a young person’s development, thus enhancing their resilient patterns.
For several participants Aimhigher acted as an important turning point in their
life. However, as resilience is understood as a dynamic complex interaction
across several domains, it is the cumulative effect of factors that is crucial. The
participants who seemed to be navigating their environments most effectively
had the most exposure to developmental opportunities and access to support
networks. The study also highlights wider issues around practice and policy on
vulnerable young people.
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1 Introduction

This study explores the life journeys of nineteen young people who found
themselves at a disadvantage early in life. They had to go through tough times
through no fault of their own: some of them were looked after, some had left
care; others were educated in alternative education as a result of a negative
experience of mainstream education. A number of young people within the
group had gone through both care and alternative education.

The stories of the participants are very different; each comprises a ‘tangled web’
of events, experiences and interactions, which make these young people who
they are today. However, these nineteen young people have at least one thing in
common: every young person in the sample took part in an activity delivered by
the Aimhigher initiative. Aimhigher was a Labour Government ‘widening
participation’ initiative, which operated between 2004 and 2011 with a view to
narrow the education inequality gap in HE (Sutton Trust, 2011). Despite a
somewhat mixed legacy in terms of impact, closing down Aimhigher caused
uproar amongst practitioners and the media (Attwood, 2010a; 2010b; Boffey,
2011). The ambition of this study is to contribute to the evidence of Aimhigher
impact on the young people’s development.
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Considering that the young people in this study were on the receiving end of
public service provision due to experiencing adversity and having complex needs,
it is logical to assume that Aimhigher was only a small part of their entitlement.
Similarly, viewed as an event in a child’s life, the Aimhigher experience was,
arguably, a single experience, which may have contributed in varying degrees to
the young people’s complex and varied life trajectories within a certain time
frame.

However, the role of Aimhigher in the lives of young people, and especially
vulnerable young people, has not been greatly explored and there is an absence
of academic examination of the initiative. The existing evidence consists mainly
of the evaluations and reports submitted by Aimhigher partnerships, and
consequently, government reports on the subject of raised levels of aspiration,
attainment and awareness of HE. However, with regards to literature that
investigates the impact of Aimhigher on the operational and, particularly, on the
individual level, there is a rather small body of research (in particular, of
qualitative nature); this includes work carried out by Hatt, Baxter and Tate (2008;
2009) which links Aimhigher impact to changes in learner identity.

This study aims to address the research gap with regards to Aimhigher
interventions for vulnerable young people and the impact it may have had on
their development. The study argues that despite the lack of evidence,
Aimhigher played an important role in many learners’ journeys to postcompulsory education. Additionally, it is proposed that taking part in an
Aimhigher activity may have had a more significant impact on those most
disadvantaged, as highlighted in previous research (Luthar, 1999; Rutter, 1999).
However, it is important to use a framework, which allows the researcher to
investigate the young person’s development.
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Recently there has been an increased interest in using the resilience approach on
an operational level, in particular, in the professional field occupied with
supporting vulnerable young people (Schofield and Beek, 2005). The resilience
approach provides the necessary broad scope for understanding impact, by
incorporating both internal and external environments of the child’s
development. Moreover, the resilience approach to child and adolescent
development shifts the focus from understanding it through the notions of risks
and deficits to viewing it through the prism of assets and strengths. With this in
mind, the exploration positions the impact of Aimhigher within the broader
context of building resilience, with particular implications for young people from
care and alternative education backgrounds. Understanding the nature of
Aimhigher experience and its potential role in building the resilience of
vulnerable young people provides a valuable contribution not only to the
knowledge around Aimhigher and similar initiatives, but to the wider literature
on vulnerable young people and the support mechanisms that surround them.

It is also important to point out that this study is situated against the background
of a changing policy and practice landscape. This study has the advantage of
spanning the lifespan of Aimhigher, and, at the time of writing, also, the rebirth
of what has been described as a “slimmer Aimhigher 2” (Grove, 2013). During
this time frame, Britain saw a change of government, which coincided with the
economic recession, and dramatic changes and cuts in the public services,
including the ending of Aimhigher. As a result of funding cuts across the public
sector, including education and social services, the level of operational support
for the young people has significantly decreased.
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In view of these changes in policy and practice, and in accordance with the
purpose of a professional doctorate, this study aims to shed light onto certain
aspects of Aimhigher practice on the operational level, specifically with regard to
interventions for vulnerable young people. Having a deeper understanding of
‘what works’ in creating more positive life experiences and future outcomes for
these young people has important implications for existing and forthcoming
provision. In light of a growing emphasis on promoting resilient outcomes in
disadvantaged groups, this study offers new insights into how current and
forthcoming interventions can be used to foster resilience in children and young
people. Also, while ‘what works’ is something of a loaded term in relation to
debates concerning evidence based practice, the study argues that there is value
in applying a diversity of methodological and theoretical perspectives to
understanding the ‘impact’ of such initiatives.

Aimhigher initiative
Following the lack of solid evidence of success against significant financial
investments Aimhigher ceased to exist in 2011, despite achieving “a huge
amount” in its work with learners from disadvantaged backgrounds (Attwood,
2010a; Grove, 2012b). The “axing” (Boffey, 2011) of the initiative caused strong
reactions in the media, as closing down Aimhigher coincided with increased
university fees being announced and other services for young people being cut
(Attwood, 2010b; Boffey, 2011). Fast forward to 2013, however, and there is
news emerging in the media that a similar initiative may be soon brought into
the Widening Participation WP arena as a result of social mobility in the UK
‘stalling’ (Grove, 2012a; Atherton, 2013; Grove, 2013). This brings the focus back
onto Aimhigher, its ethos and its operation, despite its legacy not quite being
defined.

4

As already mentioned earlier in this chapter, the Aimhigher initiative was set up
in 2004 as a part of a wider policy agenda under the Labour Government, aimed
at tackling social, economic and educational inequality in the UK (Hills and
Stewart, 2005; McNeil, 2010). Indeed, research points to a ‘circular’ interrelationship between education and wider issues of disadvantage and poverty,
whereby the former affects the latter and vice versa on the individual, family and
structural level (Raffo et al., 2007). In the background of the wider education
landscape, access to HE qualifications has been viewed in research and policy
through the lens of equality of opportunities and choice, as well as social
mobility (Reay, 2012). Whilst it is important to acknowledge that WP strategies
can be seen as promoting ‘middle-class’ values and therefore reinforcing social
division (Grove, 2011; Alexiadu, 2012), the issue of truncated opportunities and
inequality of choice is still current. Moreover, social and cultural capital aside,
there is evidence to suggest that having an HE qualification leads to more
positive economic and social outcomes (Bynner and Egerton, 2001).

Aimhigher, therefore, aimed to promote pathways to HE for the groups not
traditionally associated with going to university. The initiative was funded until
2011 by HEFCE, with separate strands of provision supported by the Department
for Business, Innovation and Skills and the Department of Health. The key
features of the initiative included a coordinated partnership approach and
flexible funding arrangements (Passy, 2011; HEFCE, 2012a). This flexibility
allowed partnerships to create original, tailored interventions that responded to
local needs; although, ironically, the differentiation made it difficult to measure
the effectiveness of Aimhigher (McCaig and Bowers-Brown, 2007).

The work was carried out on the strategic as well as operational levels. Running
across 42 partnerships across the UK, Aimhigher worked with 2,700 schools,
delivering activities aimed at breaking barriers that may prevent young people
5

from going to university (HEFCE, 2012a). These activities ranged from
aspirational talks to visits to local colleges and universities, from mentoring and
providing information, advice and guidance to residential summer schools. The
participants of this study experienced different Aimhigher interventions, with the
majority of them taking a part in events that took place over several days.

Aimed at learners from disadvantaged backgrounds who had potential to benefit
from HE, Aimhigher activities were predominantly delivered in support of the
mainstream curriculum. Alongside the main ‘bulk’ of activity, Aimhigher
partnerships provided specialist provision, aimed at supporting the groups,
described in policy and practice as ‘vulnerable’ and ‘at risk’ (Hardgrove, Enenajor
and Lee, 2011), including young people in public care and in alternative
education. True to the philosophy of partnership, this provision was designed
collaboratively with other stakeholders, such as social services and alternative
education providers. Overall, activities for these groups were of more ‘intensive’
nature, such as three to five day long summer schools, including residential
experiences.

While the success of summer schools and their ‘high intensity versus low
numbers’ formula has been relatively well documented (Gorard et al., 2006;
HEFCE, 2006; Passey et al., 2009; HEFCE, 2012b), qualitative explorations of
specific mechanisms behind this positive impact are thin on the ground. At the
same time, evaluations and research that were carried out around Aimhigher
interventions are filled with very positive accounts from teachers and young
people that point to increased levels of aspiration, motivation and confidence
(Kerrigan and Church, 2011). In fact, the initiative has been described in research
as “the best government initiative in recent years” (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2008,
p. 129) and a “turning point” in a life of a young person (Hatt, Baxter and Tate,
2009, p. 333). Feedback like this points to the significant impact on the level of
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individual learners, such as a shift in attitude, for example, towards education
pathways. Indeed, considering these accounts in the background of lack of
evidence of Aimhigher success deemed as unsuccessful is confusing, if not
controversial. The answer may lie in the ‘flawed’ measurements tools set out in
2004 with a view to measure Aimhigher impact, which resulted in the ‘wrong
statistic’ defining the fate on the initiative (Grove, 2012b).

Despite these controversies, there has been a discussion of a “slimmer
Aimhigher 2” soon to emerge, also with a view to addressing issues of social
mobility and providing impartial advice and guidance (Grove, 2013). However,
although Aimhigher left an obvious gap, it can be argued that the nature of the
legacy of Aimhigher has never been fully established due to the mixed messages
around its success. In particular, the flexibility of its funding arrangements and
partnership collaborations, led to wide variation in activity, which has not been
fully captured. Similarly, whilst the evidence points to Aimhigher changing
participants’ individual decision making and career routes, the mechanisms
behind this claimed transformation have not been explored. This study aims to
address this gap by focussing on the elements and mechanisms behind these
reported changes. Understanding how Aimhigher could have affected the young
people on an individual level can then be used to inform not only Aimhigher’s
successor, but also other types of provision for young people. This is not,
therefore, an evaluation per se, in that the focus is on the young people’s
experience rather than the operation of the programme.

Young people looked after and educated outside mainstream education system
Practitioners and researchers tend to get to know young people in care and in
alternative education as they come into contact with the ‘system’, be it social
services, special educational support, alternative provision (AP) or other
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structures. However, their troubles start before – and sometimes long before
this encounter. Many of these children come from a life of poverty and
deprivation, dysfunctional family relationships, abuse and neglect. Many face
stigma and labelling at school and other places; others have to battle it out
through education despite having special educational, behavioural and
emotional needs, which are often misrecognised and unmet.

Children looked after and educated outside mainstream curriculum may be
accessing specialist services for various reasons, which formally differentiates
their status and needs. At a closer look, however, these two groups share many
characteristics. There is a significant overlap between being in care and having
learning difficulties, special educational and emotional needs, having mental
health issues and being excluded from school (Brodie and Berridge, 1997; The
Poverty Site, 2011; DfE, 2012d). Both groups are at higher risk of suffering from
prejudice, stigma and alienation. Both groups are more likely to come from
poverty and disadvantage. These risk factors are often interconnected and result
in cumulative trauma, affecting the child’s life, both present and future. For both
children in care and in alternative education, the prospects of negative future
outcomes are higher than for their peers, including lower qualifications, higher
unemployment, poor mental and physical health, higher rates of alcohol and
drug abuse and incarceration. This creates a vicious ‘cycle of disadvantage’ for
these young people (Rutter and Madge, 1976).

Significant efforts have been made in the last thirty years to address this multiple
disadvantage. In particular, the changes that followed The Children (Leaving
Care) Act 2002, the updated Children Act (2004) and the ECM agenda (2004),
followed by the Care Matters: Time for Change (2007) made sure that LACYP are
firmly on the local authorities’ agenda. The issues around academic
underachievement of children in public care were also addressed by introducing
8

virtual heads and designated teachers (Brodie et al., 2009). Despite these
measures, however, children and young people from care background are still
statistically worse-off than other children (The Who Cares Trust, 2013). They still
continue to significantly underachieve at school; for example, in 2012, less than
15 per cent of looked after children achieved five “good” GCSEs (Higgs, 2012);
whilst the figure for children outside the care system is almost 60 per cent (DfE,
2013a; DfE, 2013b). Furthermore, the number of young people in care has been
rising. As stated on the NSPCC website (2013), in 2012 the number of young
people in England reached over 67 thousand (over 91 thousand in the UK). This
number was the highest it had been in fifteen years (DfE, 2012d; Pemberton,
2012).

Similarly, in the last three decades attention has been drawn to the issues
around school exclusions, including the work of the Social Exclusion Unit (1997 2010). These developments led to the revision of statutory guidance on the
matter with a view to readdress the balance of power in favour of the pupils’
rights. However, this development was somewhat overturned by the 2011
Education Act, which shifted the balance of pupils’ rights and decision making in
favour of schools and headteachers (DfE 2013c). Indeed, the issue around school
exclusions is complex. For example, despite the official statistics showing that the
number of exclusion in the UK has been decreasing (The Poverty Site, 2011; DfE,
2012d), there is evidence that suggests that this number may not be correct, as
schools abuse “managed moves” and perform “hidden’ exclusions” (Domokos,
2012). The official statistics show that there is a continuously strong link between
poverty and having learning difficulties. Pupils eligible for free school meals are
four times more likely to get excluded; similarly, learners with SEN are nine times
more likely to get excluded (DfE, 2012d). Moreover, there is information that
suggests that students with learning disabilities are being excluded on illegal
grounds (Murray, 2013).
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According to DCSF (2008a), excluded students and those at risk of exclusion
represent around 50 per cent of all learners in alternative education. The other
half have emotional, physical and health needs, which make it difficult for them
to cope in mainstream education. The diverse needs of this population together
with very uneven educational support mean that these pupils at a high risk of
“very poor outcomes” (DCSF, 2008a, p. 11). The new statutory guidance, based
on the recommendations of the Taylor Review (Taylor, 2012), aims to address
the uneven provision for students outside of mainstream education system, and
thus improve their educational outcomes. Although the effectiveness of this
guidance is yet to be seen, this is a positive step in addressing the gaps in
supporting learners with complex needs.

As a result of multiple deprivation, complexity of their needs and lack of support
received within the care and the education system, children looked after and
educated in alternative setting are exposed to fewer education and training
opportunities (Reidy, 2012; Scottish Executive, 2007). Creegan (2008) claims that
opportunity and aspiration are, in fact, “two sides of the same coin” in today’s
society; where blocked access to opportunity prevents individuals from realising
their aspirations. It transpires that the thread of blocked aspirations is somewhat
different from the policy language of ‘raising aspirations’ behind Aimhigher
(HEFCE, 2012b; Grove, 2011; Alexiadu, 2012). Whilst it is a valid observation, it is
equally important to remember that Aimhigher experience was found highly
positive and beneficial by many learners and teachers (Hatt, Baxter and Tate,
2008; Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2009; Kerrigan and Church, 2011).
However, most of the research available on the impact of Aimhigher focused on
the work with the pupils in mainstream education. There is therefore a need to
examine the work of Aimhigher in delivering tailored provision for vulnerable
groups, such as looked after children, learners with learning disabilities and
10

learners in AP (Rouncefield-Swales, 2009; Kerrigan and Church, 2011). As
mentioned earlier in the chapter, parallels can be drawn with research around ‘at
risk’ groups and various types of interventions, such as outdoor activities, which
point to a high level of impact on participants (Luthar, 1999; Rutter, 1999).

At this stage, it is important to address the issue of definition of vulnerable
groups. The terms ‘risk’, ‘vulnerability’ and ‘disadvantage’ and “marginalisation”
are often used to describe young people in public care and outside mainstream
education. Indeed, this array of definitions reflects their complex life histories
and their complex needs. It is important to be mindful, however, that these
definitions don’t become “labels that disable” (Rich, 2009). The terms
‘vulnerability’ and ‘disadvantage’ are used in this thesis merely to acknowledge
the group’s societal positioning, rather than to reinforce the negative
perceptions and the language of powerlessness (Tupuola, Cattell and Stansfeld
(2008).

Indeed, the language adopted in policy and practice is helpful to a point as it
reaffirms the entitlement to appropriate support for these children and young
people. In this study, the terms ‘vulnerable’ and ‘at risk’ is used as an
acknowledgment of their early experiences, their impact, and, most importantly,
their entitlement to support. At the same time, this recognition should not
detract from the participants’ entitlement to agency, as well as their natural and
developed strengths and achievements – all despite the adversity. In this
context, therefore, risk and vulnerability is understood as a “statistical
probability of susceptibility to negative outcomes” (Boyden and Cooper, 2007,
p.2). This understanding of risk and vulnerability, as opposed to the earlier risk
paradigm adopted (Sanders and Jordan, 2000; Porteous, 2007; Hammond, 2011),
presents opportunities for further development of meanings around resilience
and disadvantaged young people.
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The resilience framework
The resilience approach is particularly valuable in understanding the complex
experiences of vulnerable young people. It can be argued that due to the recent
prevalence of the risk paradigm (Sanders and Jordan, 2000; Porteous, 2007;
Hammond, 2011), these young people have not been getting positive
representation in policy and practice; neither were they portrayed positively in
the media (Hardgrove, Enenajor and Lee, 2011). Examples of young people’s
accomplishments are still thin on the ground. Vulnerable young people are often
portrayed, particularly by the media, as either victims of their circumstances or
out-of-control delinquents (Matthews, 2001; McLeod 2007). These trends are
not just UK-specific; as the 2003 UN World Youth Report states (United Nations,
2003), adult-oriented construction of childhood, focused on children as future
citizens and their ‘outcomes’, rather than their current realities, is a wide-spread
framework across many countries. As a part of wider debate, Uprichard (2008)
warns about the limitations of perceiving children as only either ‘beings’ or
‘becomings’: a more holistic, transitional view should be exercised.

Research suggests that young people themselves recognise the effect external
factors have on their lives; that said, they also acknowledge that there is still the
power of own responsibility and choice (Mowlam and Creegan, 2008). This is an
important message that conveys that they want to feel empowered: it resonates
strongly with the not-so-new but still very current discourse around children as
social agents and active constructors of their own lives (Matthews, 2001;
Wyness, 1999; Wills et al., 2008). There is a real need for the voice of the young
people to be heard, especially of those are considered hard-to-reach due to the
constraints of the system.
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The contribution of a more authentic child-centred research is therefore
invaluable and very timely – if not overdue. For example, work conducted by
Schofield (2003) brings the wishes, feelings and the ‘tasks’ of being a fostered
child to the forefront of the social work field. The study highlights the
importance of such simple but paramount things as love, close and supportive
relationships; being a child but yet having to deal with very grown up problems.
This message is echoed strongly in the 2011 Munro Review of Child Protection
(DfE, 2011a). The review highlights the need to re-evaluate current practices and
return to more authentic, therapeutic methods in working with vulnerable
children.

Approaching the complex circumstances and needs of the child through the
resilience framework allows researchers and practitioners to adopt a more
objective, grounded approach by focusing on the interplay of risk and protective
factors in the child’s life. Resilience is seen as inseparable from risk, as the latter
has to be present in a child’s life, for resilient patterns to occur (Masten and
Coastworth, 1998). Resilience, therefore, can be presented as an interaction of
resources that act as protective, or risk-mediating factors in a child’s
development (Luthar, 2006). Early resilience studies by Rutter, Garmezy, Werner
and Smith brought attention to the fact that far from all vulnerable individuals
who faced adversity developed negative, or risky life trajectories; some
progressed remarkably well ‘against the odds’ (Rutter, 1985, 1990, 1999;
Garmezy, 1991; Werner and Smith, 1992). Understood as a dynamic, on-going
interaction of the individual with the wider environment, resilience is a complex
phenomenon, which promotes holistic understanding of child development.
Operating across the domains of the individual, family and community, the
resilience framework can be applied to complex multi-faceted processes in interdisciplinary research and practice (Sameroff and Seifer, 1983; Garmezy, 1991;
Masten et al., 1990; Werner and Smith, 1992).
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With the potential of the resilience framework to underpin the holistic approach
to the experiences and outcomes of vulnerable young people, there has been an
increased recognition of its potential in the applied areas of education and social
work (Schofield and Beek, 2005). Alongside this growing interest in
operationalising resilience, there is a scarcity of research around exploring the
role of existing practice-based interventions through the prism of their
contribution to resilience building. There is some evidence however, that taking
part in extra-curricular activities can act as a protective factor by boosting
specific individual characteristics. The latter include self awareness, confidence
and self efficacy; there are also observations of increased sense of belonging and
improved emotional and mental health (Gilligan, 2000; Newman, 2004; NCH,
2007). These activities can be of various types and designed around sports, arts
or outdoor-based pursuits (Coholic, 2011; Carreres-Ponsoda et al., 2012;
Thomas, 2012). Within the resilience framework, the change in these
characteristics occurs as a result of complex interactions with the outer domains,
such as people, events and processes in their family and community
environment, including school and the care system. There are, therefore, pockets
of research that could feed into the understanding of the mechanisms and
processes behind building these domains in young people.

At the same time, the research around Aimhigher impact points to positive
changes in learners’ attitudes, aspirations, motivation and behaviours (Hatt,
Baxter and Tate, 2008; 2009). These findings have also been connected with the
notion of a bigger transformation at the level of learner identity (Bloomer and
Hodgkinson, 2000). These observations suggest that a further exploration into
the impact of activities similar to those organised by Aimhigher may contribute
to the understanding of how resilience can be fostered on the operational level.
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This brings this discussion to the research questions that determine the aims of
the study.

Research questions and aims of the study
The impact of Aimhigher on the individual learner (where learning is everyday
activity) and the changes in attitudes and behaviours cannot be explored without
taking into account other aspects of the young person’s life, that act as risk and
protective factors. As research suggests, the meanings of these risk and
protective factors are subjective and unique to each individual (Ungar, 2003);
there is a need for an investigation into individual meanings of life events. It is
therefore important to assess the level and type of impact of any intervention
within the much broader framework that encompasses individual experiences as
well as their cumulative impact, both positive and negative, on the young
person’s development and identity formation. Ungar (op cit) highlights the
potential of qualitative research methods in highlighting the complexity, as well
as the unique nature behind individual journeys. The qualitative method of
inquiry is also often associated with researching experiences of vulnerable
groups, as it provides richer data, necessary to understand their experiences.

It is also important to point out that the nature of the research has gone through
a transformation in the course of the investigation; the changes in the policy
landscape have also contributed to positioning, and re-positioning of this study.
Started at the time when the future of Aimhigher was not quite known, the study
saw the end of the initiative as well as the emerging discussion around its
comeback. The research was also being carried out in the background of wider
changes in policy and practice, including the increasing numbers of looked after
children alongside decreasing resource to support them, as well as measures to
address the lack of clarity around AP.
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Although the study may have had an evaluative feature initially (while Aimhigher
was still running), as it progressed, the analysis of the data collected from the
nineteen young people and nine professionals guided the exploration, shifting
the focus from the impact of Aimhigher interventions as a stand-alone factor to a
more holistic view of young people’s experiences of going through life, making
transitions through both the education and care system and entering adulthood.
This is an important point in understanding the development of the research.
Additionally, the rising interest in operationalising the resilience framework with
a view to make the services around vulnerable young people more effective
makes this study relevant to the practitioners across several fields (Schofield and
Beek, 2005). The latter include both state-run and charitable provision set up to
support the child, including social work, education, youth work and health
services. Therefore, what started as an ambition to position Aimhigher impact
within policy-related research with the help of a qualitative method, has
ultimately shed light onto very important aspects of young people’s journeys,
and how they see themselves on these journeys.

Based on these considerations, the focus of the study is threefold. Investigating
the impact of Aimhigher activity on the young people’s development and
resilient patterns implies that a certain change may have had occurred in their
attitudes and behaviours. At the same time, measuring any kind of change
requires having an understanding of the state of the world before and after.
Change is also a process rather than an outcome. In other words, in order to
understand change, a certain time frame has to be introduced. This is in line with
resilience research, as understanding resilience as a process requires a
longitudinal or at least retrospective approach.

16

At the same time, Aimhigher was by no means a single event within that time
frame; notwithstanding of its impact, however powerful or non-existent, the
lives of these young people were filled with a multitude of intertwined
interactions, which made up their complex life trajectories. For the purposes of
this study, therefore, it is necessary to establish the role of the Aimhigher
experience in the background of other risk and protective factors, all of which
contributed to where the young people are today. As the life trajectories
demonstrate (Appendix 1), the relationships between people, events and
processes in the young peoples’ lives construct a multi-layered picture of one’s
life journey.

The study, therefore, aims to establish, whether a change has occurred over the
course of the established time frame, and the nature of this change. In other
words, the first research question can be presented in the following way:
Has there been a change in the young people’s lives during the period of
time between ‘before’ and ‘after’ Aimhigher participation? And if so,
what does this change entail?
The potential transformation is explored across several domains, including
external factors, as well as individual characteristics. Chapter 6 focuses on the
young people’s transitions through the care and the education system, as well as
their geographical movements and the impact these factors create. The role of
other factors, such as relationships, exposure to opportunities and access to
support is also explored.

The next step in the exploration is to establish whether Aimhigher experience
had any impact on the participants of the study, and how it may have
contributed to the wider change. The second research question, therefore, is:
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If change occurred, did participation in Aimhigher programme contribute
to this change, and in what way? What are the mechanisms behind this
process?
In this instance, the impact of Aimhigher can be explored in two ways: first, in
terms of Aimhigher fulfilling its remit, as set out by the Labour Government,
namely, raising young people’s education-related awareness, aspirations and
attainment. It is equally important to explore any other impact on the young
people, as this is the unknown territory in terms of Aimhigher research. Chapter
7 positions the Aimhigher experience within the wider background of young
people’s daily interactions with their environments. The investigation focuses on
the elements and mechanisms that acted as building blocks of Aimhigher
interventions. The impact of Aimhigher in terms of its remit as defined by
educational policy is explored; additionally, Aimhigher impact is positioned
within resilience research.

The third research question occupies itself with creating an understanding of the
explored change within the resilience discourse:
How can the explored change and its elements be mapped across
resilience domains and what are the key influencing factors? Is there any
evidence that Aimhigher can be a contributing factor in fostering
resilience in these young people?
In the answer to this question, Chapter 8 presents the understanding of the
young people’s journeys through life, by examining clustered risk and protective
factors that make up these journeys. Additionally, the role of chains of events
and turning points is explored. The understanding of vulnerability and resilience
of the young people is also discussed. Finally, and in line with the aims of a
professional doctorate, conclusions are drawn in respect to key messages for
policy and practice.
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2 Theoretical approach

Introduction
As outlined in Chapter 1, this study focuses on the experiences of vulnerable
young people, and how these experiences can be interpreted within a resilience
framework. Despite on-going attempts in policy and practice to improve the
experiences and outcomes of vulnerable children they continue to suffer from
disadvantage. This highlights the complexity of the issue and the need to further
explore factors and processes that form the ecology around the vulnerable child.
It is important to focus not just on the ‘why’ but also on the ‘how’ in order to
gain in-depth understanding young people’s trajectories through life.
A resilience framework allows for such an exploration; it has capacity to bring
together biological, psychological and social aspects of a child’s development,
thus looking at the child’s life in a holistic way. A resilience approach also shifts
the focus to the potential and the strengths of young people who are considered
vulnerable or at risk. This is a refreshing change from a risk paradigm that
provided a one-sided view of the already marginalised and often stigmatised
groups (Hammond, 2011). This paradigm shift, although a gradual process, also
manifests itself in the language around risk and vulnerability; the latter are
examined in terms of being susceptible to unfavourable outcomes (Boyden and
Cooper, 2007). Thus, resilience presents a combination of resources of a
moderating, mediating or protective nature (Luthar, 2006).
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This study focuses on the interaction between the young people and their
environment, and the meanings attached to this interaction. These meanings
affect the attitudes and behaviour, which, in turn, affect future interactions and
create new meanings and perceptions of self and the world. The theoretical
framework of symbolic interactionism provides a suitable background for this
study. Similarly, the resilience approach focuses on the dynamic nature of the
interactions between the participant and the world. Both perspectives also
favour individuals as active social actors, which is a helpful perspective for a
study researching vulnerable young people.

This research has practical implications. Exploring a programme of interventions
in terms of its impact on young people’s resilience building addresses the existing
gap in literature with regards to programmes that contribute to building
resilience. This may be due to the fact that the success of most government (and
charity-run) initiatives is measured mainly via evaluation-focused assessment.
This also relates to literature around Aimhigher initiative, which consists mainly
of practice and policy material.

This chapter focuses on the theoretical perspectives for this study, namely,
symbolic interactionism and resilience, which frame the research questions and
the methodology design. While symbolic interactionism is widely associated
with qualitative explorations, most of resilience research has been conducted
with the help of quantitative methods. There is, however, a growing interest in
qualitative approaches to resilience, to which this study aims to contribute.

In order to frame the research questions, the concept of resilience in vulnerable
young people will be explored, including the meaning of risk and protective
factors in their lives, as well as the significance of their cumulative effect. These
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risk and protective factors are positioned across key resilience domains.
Additionally, the connection between resilient development and identity
formation is discussed. Finally, this chapter explores the connection between
resilience and participation in activities meaningful to the young people.

Understanding resilience
Resilience is described as a biopsychosocial framework, which offers a holistic
approach to young people’s development (Schofield and Beek, 2005). The origins
of the concept of resilience are contested, as well as its definitions and
applications. The essence of this currently “fashionable buzzword” (Comfort,
Bojn and Demchak, 2010) comes from Latin and translates as ability ‘to leap
back’ (Manyena, 2006). In literature, some authors trace its applications to
engineering and physics in reference to material flexibility (Mohaupt, 2008;
Sztejfman, 2010). Others claim that the concept was initially utilised in ecology,
namely, in studies researching ecosystems in post-disaster conditions (Brand and
Jax, 2007). In medicine, the term refers to physiological recovery of individuals
undergoing a serious illness (Boyden and Cooper, 2007).

Most authors, however, refer to psychology and psychiatry literature in their
investigations of resilience and its domains, with the major studies conducted by
Garmezy and Rutter (1983) and, subsequently, Werner and Smith (1988; 1990).
These studies explored the development of vulnerable young people over time
and their coping strategies. In addition, protective factors that counteracted risk
and adversity were examined. Rutter (1985) placed particular emphasis on the
processes and mechanisms as opposed to single factors; this understanding was
particularly valuable for practical applications. As their research revealed that
many children achieved higher outcomes despite adversity, the scientists’
increasing interest around coping and protective processes spurred on the
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paradigm shift from risk to resilience. The latter promotes a holistic approach to
events, individuals and processes across several disciplines beyond psychology,
including economics and social policy (Boyden and Cooper, 2007; Brand and Jax,
2007).

Although definitions, boundaries and applications of resilience in literature vary,
most authors agree on its features. Masten and Powell (2003, p.4), describe
resilience as
“…patterns of positive adaptation in the context of significant risk or
adversity”.
Other descriptions include strength-based approach, positive youth
development, health promotion and health realisation, all of which point to the
dynamic nature of this phenomenon (Marshall, 2001). Moreover, the
multidisciplinary nature of resilience means that it crosses over fields and
theories, including the ecological approach (Christensen, 2010), the life course
theory (Elder, 1998; Settersten, 1999), identity theory (Neff and McGehee, 2009;
Stets and Burke, 2012) and theory of organisational development (Sroufe, 1979).
Interestingly, the multidimensionality of resilience is the framework’s asset as
well as the source of critique, as it leads to ambiguity and makes difficult to
operationalise it (Mohaupt, 2008). At the same time, it can be argued that
complex and flexible nature of resilience promotes broader and deeper
understanding of certain processes. Resilience can, therefore, be adapted for the
needs of a specific practice. For example, studies around resilience of looked
after children and care leavers draw parallels with the attachment theory in
social work (Schofield and Beek, 2005; Stein, 2005).

The conditions necessary for the presence of resilient patterns are the
experience of (multiple) adversity, or risk, and the process of adaptation, or
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‘doing ok’ afterwards (Rutter, 1990; 1999). The meaning of ‘doing ok’ is
understood in the terms of psychological competence (Masten and Coastworth,
1998), where one’s overall efficiency is considered through the prism of their
environment and life conditions. These competencies include, among others,
academic (attainment), social (communication, making friends) and conduct
(‘fitting in’, adhering to established rules).

Pioneered by Rutter, Garmezy, Werner and Smith, research around resilience in
children occupies a large part of literature on the subject, as early experiences
are known to affect life course and future outcomes. Despite the view that early
trauma and deprivation leads to negative outcomes and creates cycles of
disadvantage, research points to some young people demonstrating high levels
of competence despite adversity (Rutter, 1985; 1990; 1999). This encouraging
evidence addresses the ‘nurture versus nature’ discourse and suggests that an
individual can develop various competencies despite (or as a result of) their
interaction with risk. This interaction consists of a multitude of unique
combinations of factors and processes. The latter are often mapped across three
domains: family (for example, parenting style), community (for example,
experience of schooling) and personal (for example, temperament) (Sameroff
and Seifer, 1983; Garmezy, 1991; Masten et al., 1990; Werner and Smith, 1992).
Within a resilience framework, there is, therefore, capacity to explore both
structural and individual events and processes. This all-encompassing capacity of
resilience allows the researcher to approach the subject’s development and life
journey by taking into account all its aspects and thus eliminating potential ‘blind
spots’.
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Resilience and symbolic interactionism
There are several considerations that this study takes into account; namely, the
participants’ experiences, which can be interpreted as risk or protective factors;
the interaction between the young person and these factors; and the
interdependence of these factors. The presence of the internal domain points to
the need to allow for subjectivity and variation of attitudes and behaviours,
based on the meanings attached to the interactions. Equally, the presence of
external domains, such as family and wider ecology call for the understanding of
structural processes. In the background of these interactions, the essence and
the impact of Aimhigher participation also needs to be explored.

This research, therefore, involves both individuals and structural elements, and
their mutual exchange and transformation over time. The interpretivist
theoretical perspective allows capturing these elements in a flexible, openminded manner; it provides the relevant underpinning for this exploration by
focusing on both the social and the psychological. Symbolic interactionism places
value on the exchange between the social environment and the individual, with
the individual’s understandings, emotions and behaviour as a key component
(O’Byrne, 2011). The perspective promotes research subjects as active agents
and has been known to inform data-driven qualitative explorations.

Symbolic interactionism, the “sociological offspring” of pragmatism (Ulmer and
Spencer, 1999, p.105), is mainly associated with the work of the ‘Chicago school’
and, amongst others, George Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer (Hammersley,
1989). The interactionist perspective emphasises the dialectic nature of human
behaviour by recognising the powers of the social structures, but equally
acknowledging the unpredictability of individual trajectories. This dialectic
process also implies the presence and interconnection of both continuity and
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discontinuity as its building blocks (Strauss, 1993; Jarvie and Zamora-Bonilla,
2011). Therefore, on one hand, the reality and the impact of the social processes
and structures are acknowledged; on the other hand, the possibility of new,
unexpected human action is recognised.

The recognition of the biological and the social, and their interrelationship is in
line with the key principles underpinning the resilience framework, which
highlight equal importance of internal and external resilience domains.
Acknowledging the potential of the individual creates a certain power balance
between people and structures and shifts the attention towards social agency.
Indeed, the symbolic interactionist perspective views individuals as social actors
operating within structures, but whose behaviour cannot always be predicted
and therefore requires an open-minded “documentary” approach (Hammersley,
1989).

This “documentary” approach gives the researcher the opportunity and the tools
to draw attention to the experiences of marginalised and vulnerable groups. In
this regards the interactionist position
“… speaks for, and to the underdog, who has been otherwise
marginalised by society and sociology, dismissed as a ‘deviant’ or reduced
to being the ‘product’ of something else. It takes seriously those little
things, those ‘ways of life’ that matter to us… It does not try to judge us,
or to explain us, but rather to tell our stories”.
O’Byrne (2001, p.159)
O’Byrne’s description is very topical for this study. Despite the growing interest
in the experiences of vulnerable groups, including LACYP groups and children in
AP, our knowledge and understanding of their lives is far from exhaustive.
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Documenting their stories the way they are told has potential to uncover
attitudes, behaviours and their unique meanings, which remained unseen in the
background of larger systems and structures. Furthermore, utilising the resilience
framework in order to explore current interventions and build the future
programmes is a new trend that requires attention.

Subjective meanings and symbols are at the heart of the interactionist
perspective; they inform the interactions of social actors with their environment.
Thinking, or consciousness, is recognised as an interaction with oneself, a
process which constitutes interpreting the meanings of symbolic values (Adams
and Sydie, 2001). Exploring the attitudes and behaviours of the young people in
the study draws attention to their internal worlds and the variety of meanings
they attach to events, processes and other elements. This perspective echoes the
notion of subjectivity of risk and protection within resilience framework. In other
words, the same event can have multiple meanings (and therefore, impacts).
These meanings depend on a multitude of factors, such as the young person’s
personal characteristics, their family, their school, the care system. The
cumulative effect of these factors is also important. As it is not possible to
predict the exact outcome of a certain phenomenon, or action, there is an
assumption of outcome multifinality. It is the complexity of these multilayered
interconnected interactions that constitutes the “complex ongoing activity”
according to Blumer (1969, p.85, cited in Adams and Sydie, 2001).

This reciprocal ongoing activity between the self and society also provides
certain insights into the understanding of identity transformation. Stets and
Burke (2012) refer to the work of Mead and Stryker (1934; 1980; both cited in
Stets and Burke, 2012) in their discussion of identity formation as a process that
is grounded in social interaction. This process is linked with self-esteem and selfevaluation, as well as appraisal, motivation and Bandura’s self-efficacy (1982,
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cited in Stets and Burke, 2012). As identity formation is seen as a part of the
interaction between the person and the environment, both agency and structure
are equally present and important. As a product of dynamic interaction, identity,
or identities are subject to change and transformation. This understanding
supports the key principles of the resilience framework (as it is currently
understood), and its potential to positively affect one’s identity formation by
enhancing protective experiences.

As it transpires from the discussion, resilience formation and the interaction
between the individual and the environment is complex. Studies occupied with
explorations of complex phenomena and insights into individual experiences are
generally associated with qualitative methods of inquiry; the same can be said
about research grounded in symbolic interactionism (Hamersley, 1989; Ulmer
and Spencer, 1999; De Nooy, 2009). Interestingly, however, the use of qualitative
methods in understanding resilience is a relatively recent development. As Ungar
(2003) points out, the qualitative approach documents the participants’ stories
by retaining the ‘true’ (as perceived) meaning of their complex and subjective
interactions, which is often lost in quantitative research. Capturing the
perceptions of young people in care and alternative education is particularly
pertinent as their ‘true’ experiences are often underexplored due to a number of
constraints (Curtis et al., 2004; Hill, 1997).

Resilience, outcome multifinality and organisational model of development
The resilience framework is characterised by the breadth and
multidimensionality of its factors and domains (see, for example, Luthar et al.,
2000). The cumulative effect of clusters and chains of events that interact with
each other over time is of particular importance. These chains of events are in
no way linear or equal in impact, as life events occur everywhere and anywhere
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in time and space, overlapping, starting, terminating, and starting again, being a
part of the ‘cause and effect’ structures. These “series of contingencies” (Rutter,
1989, p.33) can have a profound negative, or, indeed, positive effect on a child or
young person, framing their “distinctive life paths” (Crocket, 1995, p.83).

Sroufe’s (1979) organisational model of development offers an insightful way of
understanding the relationship between risk and resilience. It emphasises the
hierarchical process of adaptation, where reactive patterns of behaviour are
‘layered’ in a complex, flexible and organised way (Yates, Egeland and Sroufe,
2003). In this context organisation implies incorporation of earlier experiences
into the new patterns of adaptation. This view of the resilience construct
emphasises the early experiences in child development, which provide an
explanation for later coping strategies.

Unique to each participant, these patterns are characterised by discontinuity and
subjectivity. In this context, Yates, Egeland and Sroufe (2003) point to
heterogeneity and multifinality of developmental outcomes (despite the
pathways originating in the same ‘place’), as well as their equifinality, whereby
unique beginnings can lead to comparable developmental outcomes. Although
complex, this is a valuable understanding of the realities of human development.
In this study, life trajectory maps were used to analyse and visualise multi-level
relationships between events and patterns in participants’ lives (Appendix 1).
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Risk, resilience and vulnerable young people
Using the resilience framework to analyse a social problem is
“…an ambitious mission, which attempts to marry disparate bodies of
knowledge from genetics, developmental psychology, social work, human
development and poverty studies”
(Boyden and Cooper, 2007, p.2).
Indeed, the persisting issues around supporting marginalised groups highlight the
complexities of the phenomenon. Arguably, the inability of the vulnerability
discourse and the deficit model to positively affect the experiences and
outcomes of these groups led the need for a new approach. This includes
research, policy and practice around tackling poverty, as well as social work
(Garmezy, 1991; Saleebey, 1997; Narayan et al., 2000; Mohaupt, 2008; Grey,
2011). Approaches that use resilience, competence and asset discourse as a
starting point, therefore, have potential to address that gap.

The shift in research and policy paradigm draws attention to the way risk is
understood. For the purposes of this study, the definition of risk suggested by
Boyden and Cooper (2007, p.2) seems fitting; risk and vulnerability are seen as a
“statistical probability of susceptibility to negative outcomes”. Resilience, then, is
understood in terms of resources that carry a moderating, or protective function
against these risks (Luthar, 2006). However, as mentioned earlier, resilience can
only truly manifest itself when an individual is faced with adversity and risk. Risk
and resilience are, therefore, two inseparable phenomena, if not ‘two sides of
the same coin’ (Luthar, 2003; Haeffel and Grigorenko, 2007).

This understanding of risk and vulnerability alongside recognising young
people’s resilient capacity and their social agency offers insights for current
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policy and practice. Besides building interventions and services to prevent the
risk, provision that focuses on building young people’s strengths and resources
serves as a counteracting or protective factor against future adversity. However,
despite the increasing body of literature that highlights the benefits of the
strength-based perspective, the majority of interventions are so far focussed on
individual- and family-related problems and deficits (Ungar, 2005; Hammond,
2011). Moreover, the language of the relevant practice and policy needs relevant
adjustments. An illustration of this is the notion of “raising aspirations” of
disadvantaged groups, which is frequently used in Aimhigher-related policy and
practice, as well as media (see, for example, Wintour and Stratton, 2008). Even if
well-intended, this description is not necessarily correct; it is also misleading and
potentially degrading, as evidence suggests that their aspirations are “similar to
other young people” (DfE, 2010).

This discussion highlights the lack of understanding of the experiences, needs
and ambitions of certain groups, which can lead to further marginalisation.
Support provision, which is designed without the young people’s input, and has a
linear, task-focused nature, may not be effective, and in some instances, do
more harm than good (Hammond, 2005, cited in Schmied and Tully, 2009). In
other words,
“…in our haste to change a person’s behaviour, we often overlook how
their current behaviours make sense to them. Try as we might as adults
to guide children, they will not heed our words of advice until they are
confident we understand that they are already doing the best they can
with what they have”.
(Ungar, 2006, p.3)
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There has been a gradual change across research, policy and practice, with
increasing attempts to include young people’s authentic views in scientific
explorations, intervention design and policy-related decision making (Franklin
and Sloper, 2004; Children in Scotland, 2006; DfE, 2011). It is worth to point out
that these developments in the UK are, in fact, a part of a bigger, global trend
(see, for example, UNICEF, 2010). Evidence suggests that involving young people
in decision making about their services is linked to resilience building. As outlined
in the SCIE report (Bostock, 2004), inviting young people in care to define their
own outcomes does not only improve the fit of provision, but also contributes to
increased levels of self-esteem, self-efficacy and social agency. Apart from
highlighting good practice, this example demonstrates how an external factor
(creating an opportunity of meaningful participation) causes a positive change in
the internal domains (such as self esteem, efficacy and sense of agency).

As mentioned earlier, the inefficiency and insufficiency of the risk paradigm and
the deficit model approach called for a new perspective, which would offer new
insights to the familiar problems. This shift in thinking can be expressed as a
question:
“Are we fixing human problems or developing human resources?”
(Marshal, 2001, p.2)

Understanding resilience in terms of processes and mechanisms behind risk and
protective factors provide a necessary bridge from resilience theory to practical
applications. For example, research into looked after young people draws
attention to the need to promote their resilience in order to moderate the
adversity they face early in life (Schofield and Beek, 2005; Stein, 2005). However,
recent resilience literature makes it equally important to recognise the potential
and the capabilities of those who are often disadvantaged by the society. For
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example, Orenstein (2007) speaks of the “imprisoned intelligence” of young
people with learning disabilities. In her book Smart but stuck (Orenstein, 2007),
Orenstein demonstrates how the young people achieve and succeed, thanks to
their strengths, and despite their weaknesses.

Similarly, Werner and Smith (1989) speak of young people who are ‘vulnerable
but invincible’ (see also Werner, 1996). The authors highlight the variation of
children’s trajectories and the interplay of multiple risk and protective factors.
This understanding of what is actually meant by ‘vulnerable’, ‘resilient’,
‘invincible’, ‘at risk’ stresses yet again the importance of how research, policy
and practice choose to portray certain groups in the society. This study uses the
terms ‘vulnerable’, ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘marginalised’
“... interchangeably and only to highlight these youth’s sociocultural,
economic and gendered positioning in their communities. They are not
intended to reinforce negative generalisations about this population”.
(Tupuola, Cattell and Stansfeld, 2008, p.177)
Indeed, this relativity and subjectivity of risk and protection challenges
perceptions and definitions in policy and practice and earlier research. What has
been traditionally considered as risk behaviour, or maladaptation, may, in fact,
be protective reaction. In this instance, resilience studies that include the sociocultural context can offer a more in-depth explanation of the phenomena
(Luthar, 2003). Tupuola, Cattell and Stansfeld (2008) highlight the importance of
contextualising risk and resilience, in order to gain true understanding of risk and
resilience in vulnerable groups. In their exploration of life experiences of East
London youth, the authors found that despite adversity, many young people
seemed well prepared for the risks and displayed resilience that Ungar (2004)
describes as ‘hidden’. Some authors, however, warn against the overexaggerated shift towards the strength-based model, which may lead the overly
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optimistic picture of what the young people are capable of (Mohaupt, 2008).
Over-reliance on just developing the strengths may lead to the lack of resources
to tackle the risks and stresses that are very real in the young people’s lives;
therefore, both aspects are equally important.

Although severe risk and adversity impact negatively on the young person’s
development, using elements of managed risk at an appropriate level can, in
fact, enhance one’s experiences and promote resilience. Exposure to appropriate
challenges presents an opportunity for the young people to develop coping
mechanisms, exercise sense of mastery and actualise their sense of human and
social agency (Newman, 2004). Taking part in activities that present
opportunities for challenge and managed risk also help young people to improve
their social skills and expand their support networks (NCH, 2007).

Subjectivity of human experiences and relativity of risk and protection also point
to the importance of the notion of distance travelled (McNeil, Reeder and Rich,
2012). In other words, the true measure of achievements and successes can only
be determined once all other factors are taken into consideration. These insights
are vital in creating services and interventions that actually do work, taking into
account the individual journey of the child and the unique ‘mixture’ of needs and
talents that this child may have.

Resilience domains: factors and mechanisms
Described as a biopsychosocial model (Schofield and Beek, 2005), the resilience
framework operates across several domains, namely, internal, family-related and
the domain of the wider environment, including academic attainment,
extracurricular activities, and the like. All these factors are interconnected, for
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example, living in poverty or trouble at home can affect the young person’s
attitudes and behaviour at school; similarly, positive family dynamics can have a
positive impact on their attachment and academic achievement (Werner and
Smith, 1990; Grosnoe and Elder, 2004). Thus, it is important to understand both
risk and protective factors in terms of clusters, or chains of events, the
cumulative effect of which can often be greater than their sum.
Moreover, the factors and domains alone do not offer the same potential as the
dynamic processes and mechanisms that are behind these factors. Indeed, this
new shift in focus from identifying resilience to promoting its development has
been reflected in recent research (Rutter, 2004; Schofield and Beek, 2005). For
this study, it was necessary to map out factors and domains, as well as processes
and mechanisms.

Benzies and Mychasiuk (2008) provide a detailed list of protective factors across
the three resilience domains, based on Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model
(1979, cited in Benzies and Mychasiuk, 2008). Research in Practice (2009) offers a
similar model that is specific to resilience of looked after young people.
Combining the two ensures that the child development theory and the child care
perspectives contribute to the understanding of the groups in question. Figure
2:1 provides an adapted version that corresponds with the criteria and domains
explored in this study. Of course, it is important to remember that these factors
become risks, if inverted. For example, while internal locus of control is
associated with resilient development, external locus of control presents a risk
factor.
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Figure 2:1 Protective factors across three resilience domains (adapted from
Benzies and Mychasiuk, 2008; and Research in Practice, 2009)

Family domain
The majority of children grow up within a social institution, represented by their
family, foster home or children’s home. Daily interactions with this environment
have an effect on the way the child sees themselves and the rest of the world
around them (Schofield, 2001).
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Family-related factors are multiple and complex; they vary from socio-economic
status to the relationships between family members; from parent’s education to
parent’s mental health. Stable and adequate income and housing reinforce the
sense of stability and ensure there are resources available for the child; poverty
and lack of financial resource act as a stressor for the parents and can affect
parenting style (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei and Williamson, 2004). Family poverty
and disadvantage are often associated with limited access to quality education
and healthcare, as well as other provision. This can lead to low attainment and
attendance, emotional and cognitive difficulties, substance misuse, child abuse
and criminal behaviour (Mistry et al., 2002; Lee, 2003). At the same time, access
to consistent quality childcare can improve child outcomes and mediate the risks
of financial instability (Mistry et al., 2002; Papero, 2005).

There is also evidence to suggest that housing difficulties are among key risk
factors for families on low income; they often have a negative effect on the
young people’s academic achievement (Yeung, Linver and Brooks-Gunn, 2002).
There are also strong links between the number of house moves and the child’s
performance at school (Ou, 2005). As stability is the “foundation stone” for
future success (Stein, 2005, p. 4), children in care and care leavers are at
particular disadvantage. Consistent evidence points to the fact that over a third
of all LACYP population move placement at least four times (Stein, 2004).
Movement and instability affects other resilience domains, such as their
educational attainment, friendships and emotional wellbeing.

Nurturing and warm family relationships are a strong protective factor for the
young people, which can offset risks such as low socio-economic status (Brennan
et al., 2003). Similarly, research conducted by Hutchings and Lane (2005)
suggests that children whose parents actively participate in their lives are less
likely to manifest problem behaviour and delinquent patterns. Supportive and
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encouraging parenting style has been found to off-set the effects of financial
stress; it also aids positive adjustment at school, self-confidence and prosocial
behaviour (Mistry et al., 2002; Yeung, Linver and Brooks-Gunn, 2002).

Support and encouragement within the family can also mean stimulating
environment and developmental opportunities available through parents,
siblings, grandparents and members of the extended family. Similarly, the feeling
of connectedness, belonging and secure attachment are all protective factors,
which can mediate certain risks, such as socio-economic deprivation and
psychological distress (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei and Williamson, 2004; Schofield
and Beek, 2005).

For the looked after group, their immediate environment can include their family
members and foster carers. The structure of these relationships is often
complex: on one hand, experiences of contact with birth parents can be very
stressful – unsurprisingly given the high proportion of young people in care who
have experienced prior abuse and neglect. However, positive contact with family,
including siblings and grandparents can expand one’s support network and act as
a protective factor (Furnivall, 2011; Schofield et al., 2011). Their experience of
foster care also varies greatly. In situations where foster placements act as
consistent sources of care, support and stimulation, this protective factor can
mediate a range of negative experiences (Schofield and Beek, 2005). At the
same time, it is not just the question of being matched with a carer who will
provide a nurturing and stimulating environment; it is also about having to move
out at sixteen or seventeen (Dixon and Stein, 2005). Being parachuted into
adulthood presents a major change and challenge for many, affecting young
people’s access to support networks, education and training opportunities,
sending them into disadvantage and poverty (Stein, 2004).
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Community / Environmental domain
The child’s family or the foster home does not exist in isolation, but is a part of a
wider community, including the area, as well as extended family and friends.
Safe neighbourhoods can provide protective environments and, therefore, affect
the family life as well as the child’s interactions outside their home. According to
Gilligan (2000), positive involvement in community matters provides the young
person with access to a multitude of valuable resources, including opportunities
for skill development, access to healthcare and extended social networks.
Furthermore, it promotes sense of identity, sense of belonging and contributes
to development of relational agency, such as helping others.

Outside their home, most adolescents spend their time in school. Quality
schooling can act as a protective factor, which has potential to mediate some of
the family-related risk factors (Bennett et al., 2005). A positive experience at
school includes support and encouragement of teaching staff, which matches the
young person’s needs; positive friendships and peer acceptance. Academic
achievement and an aptitude for a particular skill is also very important (RiP,
2009). All these factors contribute to a child’s positive attitude to school and
ongoing engagement with education and, ultimately, recognised qualifications
(Ou, 2005). It can be argued that all of these factors are equally important;
however, it is the academic underachievement, and as a result, poor education
and employment outcomes of the disadvantaged groups that make the
headlines.

It is argued, however, that it is the lack of understanding of the needs of
vulnerable young people, which results in lack of appropriate support. This issue
has been consistently documented in the research (Jackson and Sachdev, 2001;
Brodie and Morris, 2009; Dyson et al., 2010; Humphrey and Symes, 2010). This
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insufficient understanding and support can lead to further stigmatisation and
alienation of the children who have already been disadvantaged by society.
Indeed, it seems that structural factors continue to determine young people’s
outcomes, where the young people are denied their chances even at the level of
school admissions (Northern, 2011). It can be argued, therefore, that although
academic achievement and completing school with qualifications is an important
outcome, equal attention should be drawn to all factors that comprise the
schooling experience of vulnerable young people. These factors are true
determinants of the young person’s experience and, therefore, of the outcome
of this experience.

Research evidence suggests that young people can also benefit greatly from
taking part in extra-curricular activities. Involvement in such activities act as a
protective factor as it taps into several positive processes, such as sense of
belonging, skill development, identity formation, increased sense of self
awareness and self efficacy (Gilligan, 2000; Newman, 2004; NCH, 2007).

Additionally, strong social networks and positive relationships are a powerful
protective factor that can offset the effect of a multitude of risks. Having the
support of adults and peers not just within, but also outside family or foster
home is important. There is also evidence to suggest that as the child enters
adolescence, peer acceptance and having the support of professionals at school
and other places becomes increasingly important (Criss et al., 2002; Barrett,
Sonderegger and Xenos, 2003). Similarly, having a consistent positive
relationship with a non-related adult who provides support and encouragement
to the young person also acts as a protective factor mediating some of the other
risks (Werner and Smith, 2002; Blum et al., 2002)
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Support networks and opportunities for meaningful participation
Overall, the resources that can act as protective factors across the family and
community domains can be presented as support networks and opportunities.
Gilligan (1999, p.187) stresses the interconnection of both aspects, relating it to
the experiences of the looked after population:
“When one considers the domains in which a young person in care may
live out daily relationships, they include family, care setting, school, peer
group, neighbourhood, workplace, and leisure time interests and
activities. Each of these domains is a source of potential relationship,
which may contribute positively to a young person’s progress while in
care”.

Support networks present the basis for developing attachment, fostering social
and emotional skills and other important resources. Grosnoe and Elder (2004, p.
574) refer to support networks as “arenas of comfort” which can counterbalance
negative factors. These support networks can cross over family or foster home,
extended family, peers and friends, as well as non-parental support from other
supportive adults, such as teachers, social workers and mentors. Whilst familytype support is important, links to other social support networks become
particularly important for adolescents.

Broad and varied support networks may lead to different developmental
opportunities, which carry a number of benefits and may just be the key to
fostering resilience (Katz, 1997). There is, however, a difference between lack of
opportunity and hindered or blocked access to the latter. Poverty and social
exclusion, difficulty accessing quality education, healthcare and other services,
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instability, complex needs and lack of support often mean that vulnerable young
people are not in the position to take the opportunities that are there (Narayan
et al., 2000; Creegan, 2008). In this regard, Law (2002) refers to participation
deprivation, or occupational deprivation, which is a recognised risk factor for
one’s health and wellbeing.

Gilligan (1999) argues that experiences of children in care (and therefore,
outcomes) can be significantly improved by making sure they have access to
developmental opportunities. They can vary in nature, including sporting,
cultural and animal care activities and have potential to tap into several
resilience domains, including mastery (aptitude for a skill), social competence,
sense of purpose and belonging. It can also be argued that the developmental
role of extra-curricular and leisure activities is particularly important for those
young people who had negative experience in compulsory education. Research
suggests that taking part in such activities promotes educational persistence in
young people, thus reviving their interest in schooling (Peck et al., 2008). Gilligan
(1999) also stresses the importance of supportive adults acting as mentors,
guiding the learner through the new activity.

These insights are very valuable, as they present the building blocks of a
participatory experience, meaningful to the young person (Law, 2002; Oliver et
al., 2006; Jarus et al., 2010). It has to be mentioned here that the term
‘meaningful participation’ in current literature mainly refers to the youth
participation in decision making. In particular, this is reflected in the current
policy and practice language (see, for example, Bostock, 2004; Children in
Scotland, 2006; DfE, 2011; UNICEF, 2010); this very important development has
been discussed earlier in this chapter. There is, however, another definition of
meaningful participation, which is more relevant for this study, whereby
meaningful participation represents taking part in an experience that has a
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meaning for the participant. Used in occupational psychology, this notion of
meaningful participation is seen as resilience-building through promoting selfactualisation and fulfilment of one’s potential (Law, 2002; Lightsey, 2005; Jarus
et al., 2010).

Law (2002) and Jarus et al. (2010) stress the fact that many disadvantaged and
marginalised groups have the right but not the access to the full, unabridged
involvement in
“…life situations, which occurs across many locations, including
environments of work, school, play, sport, entertainment, learning, civic
life and religious practice”
(Jarus et al., 2010, p. 345)
The authors define meaningfulness in terms of the fine balance between the
challenge presented by the task and the level of skill possessed by the actor. This
notion echoes the concept of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD, in
Langford, 2005), whereby the activity encourages the learner to go outside their
comfort zone and thus expand their skill base. Edwards and McKenzie (2005)
claim that most meaningful learning occurs outside formal structures (such as
classrooms), as rules and regulations constrain the expansion of ZPD. Such
activity can be a challenge at first and should be supported by a skilled
empathetic mentor; however evidence suggests that taking managed risks is
developmental and leads to increased self awareness, confidence and
transferrable competence (Stott and Hall, 2003; Newman, 2004; Buckingham
Shum and Deakin Crick, 2012).

The notion of being immersed in meaningful participation has also been
connected to the understanding of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 1989,
cited in Law, 2002). The participant experiences a sense of challenge and a sense
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of mastery, which is connected to feeling of choice or control of the situation.
Clearly set goals, connectedness (to a supportive environment and a supportive
mentor) and orientation on the current task contribute to the sense of
enjoyment and satisfaction (Jarus et al., 2010). Thus, the mechanics of
participating in a leisure activity demonstrate how taking part in something
meaningful contributes to the young person’s emotional and mental wellbeing.

Research points to benefits of meaningful participation, including development
of new skills, increased confidence, social competence and sense of agency.
Oliver et al. (2006) report that this enhanced sense of meaning, connectedness
and agency contribute to building resilience through the processes of developing
initiative and emotional regulation, as well as broader identity transformation.
Edwards and McKenzie (2005) highlight that meaningful participation fosters
relational agency, which is expressed as increased willingness and capacity to
contribute. The authors claim that the latter connects to a wider sense of selfefficacy and confidence; it is also instrumental in developing purposive identities.

Individual domain
The discussion around meaningful participation provides a detailed illustration of
the interaction between the individual and the activity they engage. This
interaction is multifaceted: while it is evident that environments impact on
people’s attitudes and behaviour, the young person’s individual characteristics
also affect the interaction with the environment (Scarr and McCartney, 1983).

As outlined in Figure 2:1, internal characteristics present the third resilience
domain, namely, such qualities and skills as temperament and emotionality;
locus of control, social competence, self-awareness and self-efficacy. The child’s
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academic performance and skills also play an important role in resilience
building. This factor, although ‘located’ within the individual, can (and should) be
fostered through meaningful activity that matches the participant’s needs and
interests (RiP, 2008). Education, training and skills are closely linked to the
chances of stable employment and financial stability. The latter is also a
determinant of one’s emotional wellbeing as financial strain represents a key
stress factor. While the issues around academic underachievement of vulnerable
groups are well documented (Jackson and Sachdev, 2001; Brodie and Morris,
2009; Dyson et al., 2010; Humphrey and Symes, 2010), some of them do well in
school. The experiences of high achievers involve high rates of attendance,
having a supportive adult, positive peer influences and early learning support
(RiP, 2008). This observation echoes the stories of several young people in the
sample (Chapters 6 and 7). Those who seem to have achieved most academically
had several other protective factors in their lives.

Additionally, an aptitude for a certain skill (or skills) is recognised as a protective
factor, connected to the sense of mastery, self-esteem and self-confidence (NCH,
2007). The focus here is on practical ‘hands-on’ skills that can be exercised
through school-based and leisure activities, such as playing football or drawing.
Equally, soft skills are of great importance to the young people’s resilience
building. The Young Foundation (Roberts, 2009, p.14) suggests the acronym SEED
as an overarching term for the ‘soft’ competencies that are key to developing
‘grit’, the term that echoes resilience. These are: social and emotional
competence (including self-awareness, social awareness and social skills);
emotional resilience (ability to cope); enterprise (creativity) and discipline (both
internal (motivation) and ability to cope with externally imposed discipline).

The SEED characteristics echo the internal characteristics in resilience literature.
For example, locus of control, which is sometimes referred to as self-agency, is
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connected to self-esteem and effective coping (Bandura, 1997). Locus of control
is associated with the individual’s perception of where the responsibilities and
the resources for a certain event are positioned (inside, or outside the
individual). Young people who have internal locus of control hold the belief that
they have the resource to change their circumstances and create their own
destiny (Juby and Rycraft, 2004). As described in Chapter 8, some of the young
people in this study report an evident shift in locus of control and sense of
agency.

Similarly, high levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy are associated with
resilience building. For example, in the study conducted by Wong (2003) adults
with learning disabilities were considered more resilient when they approached
difficulties with a belief that they possess the necessary skills and abilities. Selfefficacy and sense of purpose have also been linked to having a belief system,
which provided individuals with a sense of belonging and acted as a protective
factor (Juby and Craft, 2004).

Likewise, social and emotional competence is another important building block
of resilience (Garmezy, 1991; Garmezy and Rutter, 1983; Haeffel and Grigorenko,
2007). Children who possess adequate social skills and exhibit positive
emotionality find it easier to generate and maintain positive relationships and
cope with adversity. These skills can also be enhanced through external
protective factors, such as positive interactions with supportive adults, peer
acceptance and friendships, exposure to stable loving environments and
participation in stimulating social activities (Benzies and Mychasiuk, 2009; RiP,
2009; Roberts, 2009). Temperament and positive emotionality have been linked
to emotional competence, or emotional intelligence, and constitutes an
important protective factor (Edward and Warelow, 2005). At the same time,
negative emotionality is considered a risk factor (Masten and Garmezy, 1990;
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Masten and Coatsworth, 1998). For example, Mancini and Bonanno (2009) claim
that positive emotions and positive memories (together with low-level
attachment anxiety) increase the resilience to loss of a loved one and improve
coping.

Understanding the impact of emotional competence and wellbeing on life
experiences and outcomes of children and young people should not be
underestimated. According to RiP (2009), there has been an overall increase in
adolescent depression in the recent decades. Apart from the adversity that
vulnerable young people go through, the reasons for this increase may lie in the
young people feeling powerless about their life circumstances. In line with these
findings, Chapter 6 provides detailed accounts of young people feeling angry and
emotional about their circumstances. As mentioned earlier, however, internal
locus of control and positive emotionality can be fostered through the provision
protective interventions, which give the young people a sense of meaning and
fulfilment.

Factors and domains versus mechanisms and processes
Following the accumulated knowledge around factors and domains that
constitute risk and resilience, the discourse is now focusing on the processes and
mechanisms that make up complex interactions of multiple factors and domains
(Schofield and Beek, 2005). These processes and mechanisms can then be
incorporated in the existing and emerging service provision, including education,
social and health care and leisure activities. By applying the resilience framework
in this way, it is possible to link up the knowledge about risk and resilience with
the concepts informing the current practice, including child development,
transitions through adolescence, care and education and attachment. This way
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the factors, domains, events and processes are understood as a dynamic whole,
which makes up the young people’s life trajectories.

Events and processes can be of different nature and strength. Rutter (1996)
identifies independent and non-independent events in a child’s life. For example,
a death of a close family member is an independent event (as described in
Chapters 6 and 8). Consequently, a change in behaviour following that event, and
as a result, a school exclusion form a chain of non-independent events, caused
(at least to a point) by an independent event. Similarly, an independent event of
meeting new people during an Aimhigher residential can result in increased
social competence and new positive friendships. As the nature and impact of
each event vary, some events act as turning points and have a dramatic impact
on the young person’s life trajectory. These turning points can have a long-lasting
effect; they can either promote or truncate other opportunities.

Turning points also have potential to cause transformation on deep individual
level, including a young person’s beliefs, attitudes and perceptions (Rutter,
1996). For example, as shown in Chapter 8, turning points can vary from having
to work at a factory after leaving care to moving back to reunite with one’s
support network; or, indeed, taking part in an Aimhigher activity. Understanding
the potential of turning points also illustrates how “late bloomers” can
successfully transition into adulthood despite years of severe adversity and
disadvantage (Masten, 2013).

These insights confirm yet again the need to understand resilience as a process
and to view resilience outcomes as a part of developmental perspective. The
latter should be used to inform current and future interventions designed to
assist young people in their development. According to NCH (2007, p.6), the
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most successful interventions are grounded in the understanding of this
complexity; they combine the elements of risk prevention, asset strengthening
and orientation on protective processes:
“Multisystemic interventions involving a mixture of risk, asset and
process-focused targets located at the child, family, and community level
hold the most promise”
These interventions differ depending on the developmental stages of the child
and as a result employ different elements. For example, for an adolescent,
interventions should focus around relationships with supportive adults at home
and in educational setting; positive school and out-of-school experiences;
opportunity to develop relational agency (‘to make a difference’) and exposure
to managed risks in order to reframe adversity and develop coping skills (NCH,
2007). This description echoes the elements and mechanisms in the design and
delivery of Aimhigher activities, as Chapter 8 describes.

Conclusion
This chapter discussed the meanings of resilience and risk in child development
and possible applications of the resilience framework in current practice. The
understanding of resilience went through a transformation, from resilience seen
as hardiness and invincibility, to resilience as a dynamic process, capacity for
change, potential for growth. This transformation caused a gradual shift in the
way vulnerable and marginalised groups in the society are currently understood,
where risk behaviours are seen as adaptation to the environment. Using the
resilience approach to inform the design of new interventions and for evaluation
of the existing provision promotes a child-centred approach by focusing not just
on risk prevention, but building the child’s strength and potential.
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The interplay between risk and resilience domains is complex, subjective and
potentially difficult to predict. Within a symbolic interactionist perspective, the
young person’s life trajectory is constructed through the interactions with the
environment and the meanings that the young person attaches to these
interactions. The latter are mapped across individual, family-related and
community-based resilience domains. All three domains contain risks and
protective factors and are closely interwoven, thus creating a cumulative effect
on the child’s life experiences and development.

However, these factors and domains are never static; they are part of complex
processes and mechanisms that make up the life trajectory of the young person.
Viewing the child’s life course as a combination of factors, events and processes
provides a holistic understanding of the young people’s past, present and,
potentially, future. Of course, it is impossible to change the past; however, it is
possible to affect the present and, therefore, the future by building in
mechanisms that help young people build their own adaptive and protective
skills. Research demonstrates that adversity can be reframed by shifting the
balance and adding to the accumulation of protective factors in the young
people’s lives. These can range from supporting and fostering relationships, to
improving access to opportunities.

Similarly, exposure to managed risks and appropriate challenges has a positive
effect on the young people’s capacity to develop their own resources. Vygotsky’s
ZPD approach offers an explanation of how this can be achieved on the practical
level. Additionally, involvement in appropriate challenge is closely linked to the
notion of “flow”, which, again, is invaluable for operationalising resilience.
Elements of this process are discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.

49

Alongside these developments in both research and practice it is worth noting
that the experiences of many vulnerable young people are still challenging and
difficult. Some make the most of their circumstances and keep going despite
adversity; Masten (2013) describes them as “late bloomers”. It is equally
important, however, to acknowledge how poorly supported many of them are by
the existing services. This is reflected in official statistics, as well as in research.
Publication titles, such as “Smart but stuck” (Orenstein, 2012) speak for
themselves, pointing to the type of experience the young people have within the
system.

The next chapter focuses on the provision designed to address educational
disadvantage of vulnerable groups and the Aimhigher initiative.

50

3 The Aimhigher initiative

Introduction
The thesis explores life experiences of vulnerable young people and, in
particular, the contribution that Aimhigher experience may have had for these
young people’s resilient patterns. Following the discussion around theoretical
underpinning for this study, this chapter focuses on the Aimhigher context,
namely, the origins of the initiative, its ethos and its operating principles.

Aimhigher was designed as an integral part of a wider policy agenda aimed at
tackling social and educational inequality. Ended by the Coalition Government in
2011, the initiative has left a somewhat mixed legacy in relation to actual versus
intended outcomes. Despite a plethora of national and local reports on making a
difference to learners, and high regard amongst practitioners, Aimhigher and its
architects were criticised for not reaching the WP targets (Chilosi et al., 2009).

At the same time, some argue that Aimhigher did make an impact and owes its
closure to the “wrong statistic” used to measure participation in HE (Attwood,
2010a; 2010b; Boffey, 2011). Additionally, despite Aimhigher ceasing to exist in
2011, a large part of outreach work continued in the universities as a part of Fair
Access agreement (Harrison, 2012b; OFFA, 2013). However, the lack of
impartiality of this provision in the new competitive HE climate and stagnated

51

social mobility pointed to the need for impartial HE-related advice (Grove,
2012a; Atherton, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Grove, 2013). The undefined nature of
Aimhigher legacy and its rumoured comeback offer an opportunity for an
exploration of the principles and mechanisms behind Aimhigher.

Designed around HE progression and based on partnership collaborations,
Aimhigher targeted young people through the education system (predominantly
schools and colleges). For adolescents, transitions through the education system
are associated with certain milestones, determined by the system structure.
Within compulsory education, this includes going between primary and
secondary, and secondary and high school. These education-related thresholds
coincide with other transitions and milestones, positioned in the sociological and
psychological domains (Rutter, 1996). The recognition of Aimhigher contributing
to the wider processes in a young person’s life is crucial for this study, as it
explores Aimhigher experience in conjunction with other events and processes.

With the public sector still reshaping and the likelihood of the comeback of
Aimhigher’s successor, it is important to reflect on the Aimhigher experience in
order to identify and transfer expertise accumulated between 2004 and 2011.
This chapter explores the key elements and mechanisms of the initiative at
strategic, operational and learner level. Although some of the outreach activity
has been sustained under the universities’ outreach remit, this chapter focuses
on Aimhigher activity that was funded by the Labour Government between 2004
and 2011.

Most literature on Aimhigher consists of evaluation reports, compiled by
practitioners and focused on the set targets. It seems that the scope of the
literature is rather narrow and is mostly shaped by the policy language. There are
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also a few critiques focusing on the wider socio-economic landscape in relation
to Aimhigher agenda. The same trend can be detected in literature that attempts
to investigate impact of Aimhigher activities at the level of identity and overall
individual development. With regards to vulnerable young people, there are
various sources pointing to Aimhigher engaging with these groups; however, it is
inconsistent and is mostly practitioner-led, including internal reports and
newsletters. There is, therefore, a gap in research around Aimhigher impact on
vulnerable young people, which this study aims to address.

Widening participation as a response to the inequality gap in education
As mentioned in Chapter 1, the UK education system has been marked by the
long-lived impact of the social class inequality, at the level of access,
participation and future outcomes. In particular, the HE landscape, rooted in the
British compulsory schooling system, draws a dramatic picture of differentiation
and division between experiences of learners from upper and lower social groups
(Gorard et al., 2006). Furthermore, some authors argue that the way the UK
education system operates has a negative impact on the identity and esteem of
learners from working class background. For many of them, seen through a lens
of social, economic and cultural barriers, entering HE represents higher risks of
failure and loss over a chance of opportunity and gain (Reay, 2001; 2006).

Concerns over widening participation therefore have deep cultural and political
roots. Indeed, the history of compulsory education in the UK can be seen as one
of increasing access (to education) for marginalised social groups, most obviously
via the introduction of compulsory state schooling in the 1870s. The 1944
Education Act represented a major milestone in seeking to increase social
mobility through the introduction of grammar schools, and academic attention
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over the next fifty years was, to a very great extent, concerned with the extent to
which the schooling system and culture facilitated this mobility.

The most recent manifestation of this discourse emerged in the early 1990s, as a
reaction to the stark warnings of growing marginalisation and social exclusion of
certain groups in society in the post-1980s Britain. Early stages of the process
saw Helena Kennedy QC arguing the case for disadvantaged learners and
truncated opportunities before the Further Education Funding Council (FEFC,
2000). A strong case was made for the benefits of continuing learning post-16
and career opportunities for those at most disadvantage in the society. This
development promoted stronger links between ‘layers’ of the education system
(compulsory, FE and HE), thus creating “a climbing frame of opportunity”
(Kennedy, 2009, p.1) and shaping the foundations for what is now known as
‘lifelong learning’.

WP is described as a framework within education policy aimed at triggering
social and cultural change (Taylor et al., 2009; Universities UK, 2003). In more
practical terms, it shaped an operational strategy, which encompassed
“all those activities undertaken by HEIs and FECs, both individually and in
partnership, to widen access to HE for those from under-represented and
disadvantaged groups, including those on vocational programmes”
(HEFCE, 2006, p.9).

Initiated by the Labour Government as Partnership for Progression (P4P), and
then the Excellence Challenge (EC), the WP agenda set a target of increasing HE
participation of under-represented groups to 50 per cent by 2010 – by working
towards fair access yet maintaining high educational standards (Universities UK,
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2003). Although the composition of the underrepresented population varied
over the ‘life course’ of the WP agenda, learners from the background of
multiple disadvantage have always featured strongly (Waller, Hatt and Harrison,
2010; Harrisson, 2012).

The WP discourse divided opinions into those dominated by the social justice
view and those driven by exclusivity and high standards of HE. The new approach
meant that the HEIs would have to change in order to become attractive, and
useful, to the new generation of applicants – those with no family history of HE.
It would also imply colleges and universities adopting a different model of
admission and overall operation, allowing recognition of their learners’ nontraditional, vocational strengths and assets.

This change was driven by DfES (2003b, p.5) guidance, whereby “the
opportunity to enter HE should be open to anyone who has the potential to
benefit from it, regardless of background”. This expansion of the education
system promised to bring down social barriers. The new ways of working
together meant closer links with the wider community. Cross-sector and insector collaborations and the focus on the learner would call for better
alignment between strategies employed across compulsory, further and higher
sectors (HEFCE, 2001b).

Those who resisted the idea of WP, referred to ‘social engineering’ as opposed to
‘social mobility’, and insisted that not only there was no sufficient evidence that
WP could fix social exclusion, it most definitely would be costly. The Conservative
party claimed it would abandon the initiative, as it had several weaknesses and
could result in discriminating against learners from independent schools in the
chase to accommodate the underprivileged (Curtis, 2004; Kallenbach, 2003;
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Smithers, 2004). Ironically, perhaps, the recent messages in the media suggest
that an Aimhigher-like initiative is being devised in order to address the issue of
social mobility (Grove, 2012a; Atherton, 2013; Grove, 2013).

Further criticisms included the “university education is not suited to all” (Taylor
et al., 2009, p.4) view, strongly supported by the Conservative party, and the
creation of what was referred to by some as ‘Mickey Mouse degrees’ (Brookes,
2004) in place of the already existing vocational provision at Level 4. It was
claimed that the job market would not cope with the high numbers of graduates
against lack of graduate opportunities and unfilled vocational positions. Those in
favour of WP used a free market analogy, where choice and competition,
demand and supply act as self-regulators. With students paying for their
education, as initially proposed in the Dearing Report 1997, the quality of the
products (qualifications) and services (teaching, academic and welfare support)
would be driven by diversity (Clare, 2003). It was also argued that the WP agenda
contributes to the citizenship framework by offering knowledge and
transferrable skills that promote social awareness, broader life vision,
adaptability and self-fulfilment (Clarke, 2003; HEFCE, 2001a; 2001b; Stuart,
2002).

Aimhigher initiative
Although the 1990s saw an increase in undergraduate student numbers as the
result of the WP developments, the increase for groups identified as
underrepresented in HE was still insignificant. Within regional and local variation,
some areas were being referred to as “HE deserts” in practice-related documents
(Aimhigher South East, 2005).
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Following the White Paper ‘The Future of Higher Education’ (DCSF, 2003),
Aimhigher was established as
“a national collaborative programme, which aims to widen participation
in a HE in England by raising awareness, aspirations and attainment
among young people from under-represented groups (particularly lower
socio-economic groups and the disabled)”
(Thomas, 2011, p. 231)
At the forefront of the WP agenda, Aimhigher mainly focussed on the pre-entry
(into HE) level of activity. Funded until 2011 by several government bodies,
including HEFCE, BIS and DoH, the programme operated across the three tiers of
national, regional and local provision. Aimhigher performed a role of a broker,
bringing sectors and institutions together through establishing partnerships with
schools, colleges, LAs, voluntary and private sector. The key features of the
initiative included a coordinated partnership approach and flexible funding
arrangements (Passy, 2011; HEFCE, 2012a). Although the programme was
criticised for its relatively rigid structures and expectations coming from “ the
top” (Atherton, 2013), the flexibility of funding arrangements allowed
partnerships to create original, tailored interventions that responded to local
needs (although, ironically, the differentiation made it difficult to measure the
effectiveness of Aimhigher, McCaig and Bowers-Brown, 2007).

Aimhigher activities
Both national guidance and local variations informed targeting, design and
delivery of Aimhigher activities. Interventions differed in type of intended
impact, intensity and length, age group and group size and facilitator input. The
activities included summer schools, university campus visits, mentoring schemes,
masterclasses and tutor sessions, roadshows, subject tasters and informative or
inspirational talks (see, for example, Hatt, Furniss and Tate, 2010; Kerrigan and
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Church, 2011). Summer schools, university campus visits and mentoring schemes
were considered to have the most impact. Some innovative and exciting
examples listed on the Aimhigher website (2011) include the Raise Your Game
motivational programme (Aimhigher Milton Keynes, Oxfordshire and
Buckinghamshire), HEAT Higher Education Awareness Trail (Aimhigher
Peninsula), T4T Toolkits for Transition (London East Thames Gateway Aimhigher
Partnership) and Aiming for Life Skills (Aimhigher Twin). Hatt and Austin (2005)
underline the importance of undergraduate “ambassadors” as role models for
the young people, claiming that “the messengers are the message”. The authors
state that Aimhigher’s success is partly due to being “outside” the learners’ dayto-day environment.

There is significant evidence in local and national area reports pointing to the
high impact and popularity of summer schools. Their success was defined both in
terms of participants’ feedback and Aimhigher partnerships’ methods of delivery
(Pennel, West and Hind, 2005; HEFCE, 2006; Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2009).
Between 2008 and 2010, a funding sum of £10.5 million was allocated by HEFCE
for this “key outreach activity” (HEFCE, 2008, p.2). It is worth noting that many
universities had been running summer schools and similar activities (other
names include ‘summer camps’ and ‘academies’) before the formation of
Aimhigher (Universities UK, 2003; Harrison, 2012). The focus of this WP initiative,
however, was providing impartial (not focused on a particular institution) IAG via
interactive in-depth experience of being a HE student.

Summer schools are mostly aimed at learners at key transition stages (pre-GCSE
level or A-level or equivalent) with the potential to have an impact at the time of
making choices and considering one’s future. Summer schools were mainly
focused around a certain subject area and last from three to seven days; they
could be residential or non-residential. As the majority of this type of summer
58

activity concentrated on learners recruited through the ‘mainstream’ school
channels, learners from vulnerable groups were included in the event cohort
automatically. There is also evidence of projects that were opened to students
from both within and outside of mainstream education: for example, Aimhigher
Lincolnshire and Rutland ran a Robot Competition, designed to promote
engineering progression routes, particularly to female learners; the project
welcomed teenagers from both local schools and PRUs (Slack and Vigurs, 2006).

In addition, a relatively small part of Aimhigher activity was designed and
delivered specifically to meet the needs of vulnerable young people. Various
Aimhigher-related sources demonstrates that several areas were engaged in
running summer schools for LACYP groups (Aimhigher partnerships in
Leicestershire (Kerrigan and Church, 2011) and Gloucestershire (University of
Gloucestershire, 2010); summer activities designed for learners from BME
background (University of Manchester, 2010) and events built around learners
with learning difficulties and disabilities (Middlesex, Skill, 2007).

In the process of gathering literature for this study, there was an overall sense of
specialist Aimhigher-facilitated provision being ‘out there’. However, it was
difficult to establish its scale due to lack of coherent and systematised
information on the subject. Despite summer schools being held in high regard
with both recipients and policy makers, research is scarce and is mainly of
evaluative nature. Beyond that, McLinden (2003) and Knox and McGillivray
(2005) provided useful insights into staff and student perceptions; Hatt et al.
(2009) explored the long-term impact of summer schools on participants’ future
choices and progress.
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Apart from summer schools, university campus visits and mentoring schemes
have been named amongst the top three Aimhigher activities in terms of impact
(Passy, Morris, and Waldman, 2009). Campus visits involve large numbers of
learners (thus targeting a larger part of the cohort) with a relatively low level of
intensity (awareness raising level), whereas mentoring schemes are
characterised by high intensity and low numbers. Literature on mentoring
provides evidence of improved motivation, behaviour and attendance, boosted
self esteem, higher social competence skills (MBF, 2010; Kingston, 2008). For
example, Aimhigher Hertfordshire facilitated a project as a part of the National
Mentoring Scheme, which included students with disabilities, young carers,
learners at risk of disengagement and those excluded. The participants reported
a positive attitudinal change in attainment and attendance; this was reflected in
their grades and overall performance. Other benefits included improved
planning skills and belief in own potential (Roberts and Weston, 2011).

Following the reported impact of mentoring-like interventions, the Aimhigher
Associate scheme was founded in 2008 under the Aimhigher ‘umbrella’. The
programme combined several principles of WP and mentoring, by enabling
undergraduates to support learners at pre-entry level in a mentoring capacity.
The emphasis was made on both mentors and mentees sharing a similar
background, aimed at building on the ‘relatability’ factor. According to Roger and
Burgess (2011), despite some positive outcomes, such as learners’ improved
awareness of post-compulsory options, the evaluation reported inconclusive
results with regards to the participants’ ambitions to progress onto HE. These
findings echoed the overall verdict with regards to the impact of Aimhigher
(Waller, Hatt and Harrison; 2010 Harrison, 2012; Atherton, 2013).
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Targeting and cohort
Aimhigher was envisaged as a targeted initiative: in order to contribute to social
inclusion, those excluded from education and other opportunities needed to be
identified (Hatt et al., 2008, p. 135). The key criteria for Aimhigher participation
were identified using national deprivation indices and central government
policies (HEFCE, 2004). The targeting mechanisms were later heavily criticised; as
it transpired that the lack of clarity around the indicators contributed to the
Aimhigher funding being discontinued (Waller, Hatt and Harrison, 2010;
Harrison, 2012a). It is important to mention that although the key criteria for the
participation remained throughout the course of the scheme (2004-2011), some
of the characteristics of the targeted Aimhigher cohort underwent alterations.
Cohort eligibility is crucial to this discussion, as it translates into access to
opportunities for real individuals, and in particular, vulnerable young people.

Locally, Aimhigher partnerships operated with ‘postcode maps’ of cohort
concentration (HEFCE, 2004). The concentration landscape varied, from
hundreds of students concentrated across two schools, to a thousand Aimhigher
learners ‘scattered’ across several institutions. The funding was allocated
according to the estimated cohort size. To demonstrate the scope of the
operation, forty-two Aimhigher partnerships carried out work across 2,700
schools, which included 188 Academies and 414 primary schools (HEFCE, 2012b).

The Widening Participation review (HEFCE, 2006) refined the targeting and
cohort guidelines for Aimhigher partnerships, which focused on:
-

Groups from lower socio-economic groups (identified as groups 4-8 in the
NS-SEC;

-

Those characterised by multiple deprivation (socio-economic
disadvantage, living in a deprived area featuring lack of HE participation);
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-

Learners with disabilities, SEN or SpLD;

-

LACYP groups.

Although targeting was defined at the policy level, identification of individual
students was more complex at the operational level, as relying on the pupils’
reports of their parents’ income or occupation proved ineffective (there was a
high risk of it being incorrect). Another consideration was the ethics around
asking the young people to declare these details. This resulted in a new guidance
from HEFCE (2007) for HE providers and Aimhigher partnerships to take charge
of the final stage of the cohort identification. Postcode clusters (representing
areas of deprivation) were aligned with a more localised, qualitative approach.
As a result some areas adopted a method based on Bordieu’s concept of cultural
capital, where all learners with no family history of HE participation were
included in the cohort. Although not a false method as such, this meant that the
cohort may be too large for the funding size, and thus reduce the per-learner
entitlement (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2009). Aimhigher South West presented a
triangulated approach of a cohort identification approach, which was also
utilised in other Aimhigher Partnerships and combined both quantitative (Fischer
Family trust data on predicted GCSE attainment; Standard assessment tests at KS
2) and qualitative measures. The latter were based on professional judgement of
teachers and constructed around the ‘positive learner identity’ (Hatt, Furness
and Tate, 2010).

Qualitative mechanisms grounded in the teachers’ understanding of positive
learner identity as a way to Aimhigher cohort identification deserve further
attention. At the level of the individual learner within the cohort, the aspect of
professional judgement in the school or college proved to be a stumbling block,
and a revelation. One of the ‘soft’ criteria for selecting a pupil for the cohort was,
as stated on the HEFCE website (HEFCE, 2012a) was this pupils’ “potential to
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enter HE”, which may be hindered by underachievement, lack of confidence,
multiple deprivation and other barriers. This description brings in certain
subjectivity into the process of defining one’s eligibility. While it can be argued
that criteria such as a learning disability, receiving FSM or being in care are more
transparent, someone’s potential to go to university invites individual
interpretation and can be rather elusive. Of course, having flexibility at teacher
level can be extremely helpful, as this promotes the child-centred approach. It is
logical to assume that teachers may be best placed to link the child’s needs to
the available opportunities (compared to the postcode data). At the same time,
the same principle can be counterproductive and leave certain children out, if
the staff do not have the knowledge or understanding of the child’s needs.

Another important aspect of identification was ‘allocating’ the appropriate level
and intensity of activity to different students. A one-day university visit varies
greatly in purpose and impact from a three-month mentoring scheme; in the
same way, a three-day residential may be beneficial to a young person, who will
not benefit in the same manner from attending a one-hour activity. Professional
judgement would also play a crucial role here as teaching staff are in the position
to assess the young person’s dispositions and needs. Various approaches have
been utilised within local area partnerships. Kewin, Hughes and Sheen (2010)
mention the use of the “red, amber, green” model in their action research, as a
method of “coding” the level of interventions to support the progression
trajectories of learners on Apprenticeship course.

The notion of inclusion (into the Aimhigher cohort) has also caused some
confusion and resistance amongst participating schools and colleges. This
complexity came from different, if not opposing, understandings of inclusion. As
described by Hatt, Baxter and Tate (2008), schools and colleges saw ‘inclusion’ as
an approach that would allow the whole class to participate in an activity.
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Overall, targeting remained a contentious issue for Aimhigher throughout the
Aimhigher term, characterised by the increasingly positive image of the initiative
(Hatt, Furness and Tate, 2010) the duality of the meaning of inclusion, and the
pressure from the funders to demonstrate progression of the ‘right’ (eligible)
type of learner.

Having potential as a prerequisite for inclusion in the cohort
Identification of those who have potential to benefit from HE is, at least on some
level, subject to the perceptions of those in charge of finalising that selection.
Having the potential may be different from displaying the potential; it is also not
the same as having it being identified by those in charge.

Similarly, attainment is not, and must not be the only indicator of future
potential. In reality, however, a student runs a risk of not being seen as having
potential to benefit from HE, if she or he underachieves or displays behaviour
that is considered challenging, has a temporary ‘dip’ in attainment or is quiet and
not on the teacher’s ‘radar’. This very broad description could mean that many
bright promising young people who will flourish with appropriate support are
excluded from certain opportunities, and blocked in their progress. This includes
students with SEN, SpLD, EBD and those with comparatively low attainment.

Within WP, recommendations have been made for educational institutions to
practice a broader approach to cohort identification (Universities UK, 2003; DfES,
2004; DCSF, 2008b). This approach promoted students’ development as a
journey, which echoed the concept of learning careers and learner identities that
transform as a result of their interaction with the nurturing environment. Swain
(2007, p.97) describes learner identity as something that is
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“not viewed as an innate and unitary quality that people possess, but
rather as something that people do or are done by... identities are
unfinished and in process”.

The learner, therefore, is constantly adapting and growing as a result of
“exposure to diverse forms of social interaction, new events and changing
circumstances” (Bloomer and Hodgkinson, 2000, p. 594). This transitional,
transformative view of one’s learner identity parallels the current discourse
around resilience, discussed in Chapter 2. The learner identity approach also
poses a question about the degree of validity of the process of identification
one’s potential and thus inclusion into the cohort. In this regard, Hatt, Furness
and Tate (2010) suggest exploring the young people’s potential to enter HE after
the Aimhigher activity, rather than before. Indeed, this approach also promotes
the ethos of creating opportunities for the disadvantaged and enhancing social
mobility.

Not only the attempts to establish the young person’s potential may be biased,
they can also further disadvantage those who are already disadvantaged.
Although vulnerable groups had been given priority to access opportunities such
as Aimhigher, the recognition of their status, driven by policy, may not be
sufficient enough for them to take full advantage of this support, as they are
often ‘lost’ in the student population (Leonard, 2011). Taking into account that
one’s potential may be present but less evident at times, the changing nature of
learner identity and the relative subjectivity of the final stage of the cohort
selection, moving in and out of the cohort is not necessarily represented by the
learner’s scope of abilities. It can be argued, therefore, that placing a young
person within, or outside the Aimhigher cohort does not necessarily correspond
with the agenda of social inclusion, equal opportunities, fair access and fair
outcomes – despite extensive targeting guidelines (Leonard, 2011).
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With regards to different cohort identification strategies, it is logical to assume,
that these choices were affected not only by the institution’s capacity to monitor
the cohort composition, but also the resource availability in a busy environment
(time constraints, staff allocation) as well as the staff’s understanding. There are
examples of subjective judgements of the pupils’ eligibility, depriving vulnerable
young people of opportunities. A study conducted by Aimhigher South West
(Hatt, Furness and Tate, 2010) showed that a learner would not be considered
for, or would be excluded from the cohort in the case of disruptive or anti-social
behaviour or truancy. The school and college staff did not want to be seen as
rewarding unacceptable behaviour: it was important to them to send the
message, which was in line with the school policy. Thus, there is a duality of how
Aimhigher initiative was perceived, where a principle of social justice (and thus a
learner ‘qualifying’ for the support) would stumble upon the concept of an
Aimhigher activity as ‘a reward’, available only to complying learners. The
school’s own agenda around promoting discipline got in the way of the young
people accessing opportunities they were possibly eligible for.

This presented a potential challenge for many young people whose attainment
was ‘outside target’ and those with SEN, EBD and SpLD. Indeed, potential comes
in many forms; what can be ‘misplaced’ interests and ambitions are worthy of
exploring and building upon. Similarly, keenness to participate can present as
challenging behaviour in pupils with hidden and undiagnosed additional needs,
where “what you see is not necessarily what you get” (Hatt, Furness and Tate,
2010, p.3).

There is evidence to suggest that information sharing protocols could provide a
partial solution to this problem (Aimhigher West Midlands, 2011). Sharing data
on learners’ characteristics and progression could strengthen the objectivity
behind cohort selection, improve monitoring of learners’ progress and tailor the
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relevance of activity provision. In practice, however, it proved very difficult to
engage all parties in the data sharing process due to the understandable
concerns around data protection and data management. It can also be assumed
that managing this shared data over time would require substantial resource,
which may not necessarily have been available.

Aimhigher work with young people looked after and in alternative education
As outlined in the previous section, there was a significant overlap between
Aimhigher cohort and vulnerable groups, whose development and welfare is
supported through the local authorities. Apart from the specific mention of
children with learning difficulties and from care background (HEFCE, 2006),
criteria such as coming from a background of multiple deprivation (as well as
having potential to go to university) can be applied to many vulnerable young
people.

Indeed, some of the core principles of Aimhigher were in alignment with other
strands of Government policy, such as the ECM Agenda (DfES, 2004), which
informed the work of the local authorities. Although it had not been made
explicit from the start of the Aimhigher initiative, there is a shared ground
between the WP agenda and policy around looked after children and care
leavers. On the regional and local level, measures were taken to align policy
strands (Aldridge and Dent, 2010; Hurrell, 2010). The notes of the Aimhigher
Alignment group (Hurrell, 2010) demonstrate that a number of policy documents
were used as guidance for the alignment strategy. These include the Leaving
Care Act (2000), the work of the Social Exclusion Unit such as ‘A better Education
for Children in Care (SEU, 2003), ‘Going to University from Care’ (Jackson, Ajayi
and Quigley, 2005), ‘Realising Young Potential: supporting care leavers into
education, employment and training’ (Great Britain, 2009) and ‘Improving the
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Educational Attainment of Children in care’ (DCSF, 2009). Similarly, at the level of
post-compulsory level, the messages are reinforced by such developments as the
Frank Buttle HE Quality Mark, which put pressure on colleges and universities to
support care leavers (Frank Buttle Trust, 2012).

However, despite a vast array of policy documents and the overlapping messages
around attainment and aspirations of LACYP groups, the partnerships between
Aimhigher and other agencies took some time to develop. This includes the joint
work of Aimhigher and local authorities around supporting LACYP and care
leavers. At the same time, there is evidence of long-standing practice, which
demonstrates collaborations between local authorities and the Aimhigher’s
predecessor, the Excellence Challenge Initiative (Rouncefield-Swales, 2009).

A good example of joined up thinking around supporting LACYP is the launch of
the national Aimhigher Alignment group. In order to make the most of the
shared practice and match the existing provision onto key policies, several area
partnerships came together, including Aimhigher South West, Peninsula,
Merseyside, Kent and Medway, Herefordshire and Worcestershire. The evidence
produced by the Alignment group (Hurrell, 2010) outlined the joint practice that
focuses on attainment and aspirations of looked after children at school. The
practice included setting up working groups that focus on the latter; close
collaborative work between designated Aimhigher professionals (with LACYP
remit), virtual heads and designated teachers; collaboration between Aimhigher
and local authorities with a view to share data and devise best appropriate
practices for children in care and care leavers; cross-sector training and mutual
awareness with a view to design best suited interventions, such as mentoring,
summer schools, homework clubs.
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With regards to specific activities, there is evidence of Aimhigher providing
tailored support to young people in and after care, such as summer schools,
mentoring and other forms of tailored support (university visits, LACYP specific
talks). The West Yorkshire Aimhigher Partnership in Kirklees, for example,
delivered homework and book clubs, and catch-up sessions focussing on study
skills (Kirklees Metropolitan Council, 2010). As a part of a cohesive approach to
supporting LACYP, information-sharing mechanisms were enforced between
designated teachers and Aimhigher professionals. This measure ensured that
looked after children are included in all Aimhigher activities that are relevant to
their progress. This provides a positive example of the use of information sharing
protocols and the benefits it may have for the young people in question.

Despite these examples of positive partnership collaborations and good practice,
the picture emerging from the available literature on Aimhigher work with the
LACYP population points to the vast presence of policy- and practice-led
literature. The latter mainly represent LA guidelines and reports, meeting records
and newsletters. Although these are necessary elements of the successful
operation of any programme, it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions with
regards to the success of these practices and activities due to the lack of in-depth
research into the matter. The same can be said about Aimhigher work with
young people in AP; in fact, the evidence around this strand of activity is even
more difficult to detect. It can be argued that there are objective reasons for this
scarcity of evidence.

Firstly, young people in AP are not explicitly featured in the Aimhigher cohort
guidance. At the same time, many children outside mainstream education come
from disadvantage, deprivation; have a learning difficulty or are in care. Indeed,
the diversity and complexity of their needs places these learners at risk of “very
poor outcomes” (DCSF, 2008a, p. 11). It can be argued, therefore, that they are
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under-represented in HE due to this multiple adversity and disadvantage. It can
also be argued that these young people have all the potential to progress to HE
(should they wish to), as the understanding of potential is subjective and lacks
clarity. Again, the focus of the discussion is not so much on every young person
entering HE (Grove, 2011; Alexiadu, 2012), but on understanding their potential
as a part of the position vulnerable young people occupy in society. The
argument is also about them having choice and equal access to the
opportunities.

Unfortunately, children can miss out on opportunities such as Aimhigher, if their
disposition or behaviour manifest in the way that is not associated with ‘having
potential’ (Hatt, Furness and Tate, 2010). Many students with hidden disabilities
and special needs do not receive the necessary support and may face exclusion
(Elliott and Wilson, 2008). Learners excluded from school face the most
disadvantage, when it comes to accessing developmental opportunities. At the
same time, there is recognition that high quality AP may be more suitable to the
young person’s needs than a school with ‘heavy duty’ curriculum, crowded
classrooms and pressures of tests and exams (Kendall et al., 2007; Gutherson,
Davies and Daskiewicz, 2011). However, alternative education is also
characterised by the feature of a limited curriculum which can lead to reducing
their education-related, and potentially, other life outcomes (DCSF, 2008b;
Taylor, 2011).

As a result of multiple deprivation, complexity of their needs and lack of support
received within the care and the education system, children looked after and
educated in alternative setting are exposed to fewer education and training
opportunities (Reidy, 2012; Scottish Executive, 2007). Creegan (2008, p.1) claims
that opportunity and aspiration are, in fact, “two sides of the same coin” in
today’s society. Blocked access to opportunity prevents individuals from realising
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their aspirations. This statement points to the potential flaw of the policy
language around Aimhigher. Indeed, the language of HEFCE guidance (HEFCE,
2012a), and most Aimhigher-generated literature speaks of “raising” learners’
motivation and aspiration. However, the discourse around truncated
opportunities and young people as social agents (Matthews, 2001; Wyness,
1999; Creegan, 2008; Wills et al., 2008) suggests that the use of “releasing” or
“fostering” aspirations is more appropriate.

Policy and language aside, accessing young people outside mainstream
education system was somewhat difficult on the operational level. Most of
learner-level targeting took place through ‘mainstream’ channels, which resulted
in the vast majority of the cohort coming from mainstream schools.
Furthermore, as this strategy was reinforced by the discourse around the
potential to enter HE, the focus was placed on the achievement of the cohort
participants, formally or informally. It is, perhaps, not surprising, that learners in
AP were not at the forefront of WP outreach activity. That said, the numbers of
students placed in the AP represent a very small percentage of the whole
population in compulsory education. However, as lack of engagement with AP
goes against the ‘Every Child Matters’ ethos, more effort should have been made
to engage with learners in AP.

There have been, however, small pocket of good local practice involving
Aimhigher partnerships working with learners from PRUs, special schools and
other types of AP. For example, the invitation to participate in a two-year Robot
Competition project, targeting young people in Year 9-10, and particularly girls,
was extended to PRUs in Aimhigher Lincolnshire and Rutland (Slack and Vigurs
2006). Another example involves the Skills for Success programme in
Northamptonshire, targeting parents and carers, as well as delivering training to
professionals. It involved a series of training workshops delivered in PRUs with a
71

view to raise the profile academic attainment and provide staff with effective
study skills – enhancing techniques (Aimhigher Northamptonshire, 2010).

Overall, the chances of these learners to access Aimhigher activities very much
depended on the strength and breadth of collaborative partnerships in each
particular area. Despite some examples of Aimhigher work aimed at AP, the
evidence of such work is scarce. Moreover, it is difficult to evaluate the
mechanisms of such provision and its effectiveness due to lack of information
and sufficient research. It is still important, however, to acknowledge the
positive meaning of such work and to encourage practitioners and researchers to
build evidence around this field. One of the key messages for the Aimhigher’s
successor is the necessity to build in research mechanisms to capturing of the
design, delivery and impact of the programme.

Issues around measuring impact
Brought out to address the longstanding (and, arguably increasing) inequality gap
within today’s society, Aimhigher was designed to reach out to groups,
historically underrepresented in HE. In other words, the mission of Aimhigher
was to improve the social mobility trends by widening participation in HE. To an
extent, this was done by encouraging “more children from poor homes” (BBC,
2010) and other disadvantaged groups to apply to university. The key indicator of
Aimhigher’s effectiveness, therefore, would be increased numbers in
applications to HE.

Policy context
Following the review conducted by Gorard et al. (2006), the effectiveness of the
initiative had been continuously questioned. The HE entry data showed very little
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progress with regards to the participation of entrants from lower socio-economic
groups and from low participation neighbourhoods (HEFCE, 2006). In 2008, David
Willetts spoke of the "rather disappointing record of Aimhigher”, which had "not
yet succeeded in spreading university opportunities on the scale that we might
have hoped" (BBC, 2010). Following this trend, the Aimhigher funding was
stopped in 2011. However, the debate around this decision and the role of
Aimhigher continued, as the initiative was held in very positive regard among
practitioners and young people (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2008; 2009; BBC, 2010;
Attwood, 2010a; 2010b; Boffey, 2011).

Indeed, the complexity around understanding and measuring Aimhigher impact
is one of the key features of the initiative (Chilosi et al., 2009; Waller, Hatt and
Harrison, 2010; Harrison, 2012). This complexity comes from the discrepancy of
the results and assumptions, featured in Aimhigher evaluations and the statistics
on HE participation as a measure of social mobility change. One of the arguments
in the midst of this debate was the use of the “wrong statistic” as a basis for
measuring the effectiveness of Aimhigher interventions (Grove, 2012b). The
wrong statistic strategy, in this case, involved using the National Statistics Socio‐
Economic Classification (NS‐SEC) to identify the cohort which would be eligible
for the interventions (Waller, Hatt and Harrison, 2010). Moreover, as Harrison
(2012) claims, using the classification to detect widened participation in HE is not
sufficient, as many of those who benefited from Aimhigher interventions would
not feature, such as children from families receiving benefits. Additionally, as this
information was collected through the learners’ self-reporting of their family
occupation and income, a large percentage of the data was incomplete and
subjective. It can also be argued that capping university numbers towards the
end of Aimhigher (Elliott, 2010) meant that many students were turned away.

Similar patterns could be observed in Aimhigher targeting. As discussed earlier in
this chapter, several adjustments were made to approaching the Aimhigher
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cohort, by introducing different indicators, which had an overlap. On one hand, it
can be argued, that this flexible, reactive nature of Aimhigher contributed to
some policy alignment and the inclusion of LACYP groups and learners with
disabilities. On the other hand, these changes had a knock-one effect for
Aimhigher partnerships, which were under pressure to react and adjust
accordingly:

“What was not made clear… was which [indicator] should be dominant in
targeting activities and monitoring progress. Most partnerships convened
data management groups to try to make sense of the plethora of
information coming back from coalface practitioners, with a national
network established to share practice more widely”.
(Harrison, 2012, p. 33)
The distinction between indicators and their priority had not been made clear
until half way through the Aimhigher term (HEFCE, 2007).

Of course, it is important to acknowledge, that Aimhigher operated in the
background of wider economic, social and political contexts. Aimhigher was not
the only initiative to support disadvantaged young people in terms of
educational progression and overall development. For example, the initiative
titled (somewhat confusingly) Aiming High focused on supporting disabled young
people (DCSF, 2007). Similarly, a project titled Achieveability (May, 2006;
Achieveability, 2013) was set up in collaboration with Aimhigher to support
academic progression of learners with dyslexia. Similarly, the Sure Start initiative
had some resemblance to the work carried out by Aimhigher in primary schools
(Prowse, 2008).

At the same time, all the existing provision was running in the background of the
global and national economy shift, as well as dramatic changes in the public
sector. This includes the increasing scarcity of financial and human resources and
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the decreasing provision for the vulnerable groups; the downward employment
trends; capping of HE application numbers in 2010 (Shepherd, 2010) and the
university fees hike (Elliott, 2012). It can be argued, therefore, that attributing
young people’s educational aspirations to their experience of Aimhigher
participation alone in the background of objectively present socio-economic
processes is short-sighted.

Area partnership context
Aimhigher area partnerships had to operate in a complex landscape. Changing
messages from ‘the top’ around the cohort criteria meant that collecting data
and reporting on progress had to be continuously revised. The process was
further complicated by the fact that Aimhigher, due to its brokering nature, had
to rely on other partners for data monitoring and evaluation. Doubts around
cohort identification, inclusion of vulnerable young people and establishing one’s
potential have also been discussed.
Despite these difficulties, however, Aimhigher partnerships painted an
overwhelmingly positive picture of students and teachers engaging with
initiative. Aimhigher evaluations refer to making a positive impact in raised
confidence (academic-related and more general) and improved self-esteem in
learners who participated in the Aimhigher activities (Hatt, Baxter and Tate,
2008; 2009; Carpenter, Church and Kerrigan, 2010). Participants also reported
improved motivation and planning for the future; improved attendance and
attainment (Carpenter, Church and Kerrigan, 2010). Policy reports and regional
publications claimed a positive difference that summer schools and mentoring
activities played in shaping young people’s aspirations about their future (Hatt
and Austin, 2005; Pennel, West and Hind 2005; HEFCE 2006; Hatt, Baxter and
Tate, 2009).
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However, the validity of these statements has been contested. In particular,
Gorard et al. (2006) argue that the claims of causality of Aimhigher interventions
are difficult to quantify and are generally unfounded, as they are not
underpinned by scientific methods of data collection and data analysis. The
authors also claim that the quality of Aimhigher-produced literature is below par,
as it was mainly produced by practitioners, rather than academics. Other
concerns involve the descriptive nature of Aimhigher literature; feedback based
on short-term perceptions of learners; and possible social desirability bias.
Moreover, as practitioners are constrained by the pressures of the funders, their
reports may lack objectivity.

Indeed, even the authors who were less opposed to, or even pro-Aimhigher, do
not dispute the circumstances in which Aimhigher reports were produced
(Chilosi et al., 2009; Harrison, 2012). Aimhigher partnerships and practitioners
had to design, deliver, monitor and evaluate activities under pressure and,
possibly, without being given the necessary tools to produce more viable
evidence. In fact, some authors argue that Aimhigher’s task was made near
impossible due to the lack of clarity around indicators of measuring success
(Waller, Hatt and Harrison, 2010). In essence, it seems that due a number of
realistic constraints there cannot be a consensus on the role and impact of
Aimhigher. However, lessons can, and should be learnt - in particular, in the view
of the forthcoming Aimhigher-like initiative, as well as broader policy scope
(Grove, 2013).

Chilosi et al. (2009) draw attention to the importance of the collaboration with
academics in the application of scientific method (experimental research design)
to data collection and analysis. It is also suggested that the most effective
approach should combine qualitative and quantitative data and a longitudinal
element. However, constraints such as short-term funding and having to rely on
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other partners to provide data complicate the issue. Moreover, it has been
acknowledged that it may be difficult to access learners once they are outside
compulsory education, particularly considering that many may be taking nontraditional pathways to HE. At the same time, despite the constraints, the
brokering role of Aimhigher creates unique opportunity for researching crosspartnership interventions. Additionally, using qualitative approach alongside
data sets brings the individual aspect to policy-related research, thus advocating
social agency.

Experiences and perceptions of the young people
In the midst of the discussion it is important to remember the young people who
took part in Aimhigher interventions. Beyond the critique referring to short-term
impact of Aimhigher and descriptive data (Gorard et al., 2006), thousands of
young people had a certain experience in their life and shared their perceptions
and attitudes after taking part. There was also a relatively small number of young
people from vulnerable groups, including children with disabilities, LACYP and
learners in AP. It is, indeed, unfortunate that their stories were not fully
captured.

However, certain changes were captured. Young people’s accounts featured in
the studies of Maras et al. (2007), Hatt, Baxter and Tate (2008; 2009), Chilosi et
al. (2008) and Kerrigan and Church (2011) point to transformations in the young
people’s attitude, and behaviour patterns; there are also records of increased
motivation, confidence and self-esteem. It can be argued that a broader
understanding of Aimhigher’s role in the young person’s life offers useful
insights. It seems that these important findings, however remote from the
statistic of going to university, have been lost in the debate around Aimhigher
impact. Literature on management of change stresses equal importance of both
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planned and unanticipated project results. Using open-minded research
techniques provides the flexibility necessary to capture unintended programme
outcomes. The ‘evaluation as illumination’ approach, used for in-depth
explorations of education-based innovations (Parlett and Hamilton, 1987; Fullan,
1991; Webb and Vulliamy, 2004), could offer fuller understanding of Aimhigher
impact.

In this regard, it is useful to return to the concept of identity formation and its
connection with attitudes, aspirations and behaviour. As mentioned earlier in
this chapter, the formation of (learner) identity (Bloomer and Hodgkinson, 2000)
is grounded in the individual’s interactions with events, people and
circumstances. Identity is not static, it is dynamic and “in process” (Swain, 2007,
p.97). The link between positive identity formation and inner characteristics such
as aspiration, motivation, self-confidence and self-esteem has been
acknowledged in Aimhigher-related literature (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2009;
Maras, Gudaityte and Potterton, 2009). Literature points to the connection
between these factors and resilience building as a result of participation in extracurricular activities (Gilligan, 2000; Newman, 2004; NCH, 2007). At the same
time, descriptions of Aimhigher activities suggest that the interventions were
designed as an amalgamation of mechanisms rooted in education, psychology,
youth and social work as a result of flexible and diverse collaborations.

Interestingly, there is an overlap between the notion of dynamic identity
formation, resilience and the ‘life cycle approach’ underpinning the
Government’s strategy on social mobility (Cabinet Office, 2011). Social mobility is
currently described in policy as “a measure of how free people are to improve
their position in society” (Cabinet Office, 2011, p. 15). Improving one’s position in
society means improving their access to resources (including high quality
education and health service, stable sufficient income, connections that foster
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social and cultural capital). Having equal access also involves removing barriers
that prevent individuals from being able to take advantage of these
opportunities. It can be argued, therefore, that the work of Aimhigher around
“breaking down the barriers” and “dispelling the myths” around participation in
HE are just one side of the coin. The other side of the coin represents the rest of
the environment around the young person, which includes their family and wider
community, as well as the education, health and social support system.
Therefore, although social mobility is associated with a certain level of
education, it does not come down to HE alone. In fact, it has been argued that
recent expansion of HE has had a negative effect on the social mobility trends,
whereby the most disadvantaged have been pushed further down on the social
mobility latter (Sparrow, 2012). This observation echoes the discussion around
inclusion (or lack thereof) of vulnerable young people in the Aimhigher cohort. It
seems, despite the good intentions behind certain policies and strategies, those
most in need continue to be further disadvantaged in the society.

Having equal access to or being prevented from accessing support and
opportunities is an issue of social justice. Although this issue is much broader
than educational inequality, education can play a crucial role in this process.
Jones and Thomas (2005) present three approaches to education, where
focusing on academic progression is just one of the few roles of the latter. It does
not imply institutional change, thus ignoring structural barriers; it has been
criticised for its resemblance of the deficit model. The utilitarian approach,
however, has compensatory features and aims to address the learner’s
insufficient preparation for the next step on the progression ladder.

The third, transformative concept provides a more holistic view, which allows
policy and practice to focus on broader interests and needs of the targeted
groups. It does not only allow, but requires institutional change as a positive,
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continuous process. This way of thinking, favoured by some democratic
educators (Sheeran et al., 2010), ‘connects’ with the school of sociological
thought in order to foster social change. Burke (2012, p.9) calls for “revisioning”
of WP and broader understanding of power and privilege, and their complex
origins rooted in not just educational, but social, economic and cultural
inequality. Focusing on quick-fix measures to boost up diversity in HE is not
sufficient, if not simply unrealistic. These considerations should also be
underpinning the evaluation mechanisms for future intervention frameworks.

Conclusion
This chapter discusses the controversies and contradictions that surrounded the
Aimhigher initiative. Introduced to improve the social mobility trends in the UK,
Aimhigher operated across forty-two partnerships (HEFCE, 2012b) with a view to
widen participation in HE by inspiring underrepresented groups to go to
university. Following inconclusive evidence of its impact, the scheme was
scrapped in 2011. Aimhigher was criticised for a “disappointing” result of failing
to achieve its remit (BBC, 2010). This decision was contradicted by strong
messages from Aimhigher partners, teachers and pupils advocating the positive
role of the initiative.

The reasons behind this contradiction are several. On one hand, there was a lack
of cohesion between the aims, and therefore, the indicators underpinning the
operation. In other words, raising aspirations, awareness and attainment of a
certain group does not have to necessarily translate into HE participation.
Similarly, it may not necessarily improve social mobility on the national scale, in
particular, in view of other social, economic and political shifts. Therefore, the
expectations that were placed on Aimhigher may have been overambitious.
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On the other hand, evidence suggests that the mechanisms behind targeting
strategies were inconsistent and lacked clarity; their execution was not grounded
in realistic considerations. Although refining the cohort criteria was necessary for
monitoring and evaluation, the ever-changing directives caused confusion and
disruption of multi-agency collaborations. In addition, challenges around data
sharing and cohort monitoring contributed to the difficulties around reporting on
the cohort composition, impact of participation and pupil progression.

At the same time, there were interesting examples of partnership and multiagency collaborations resulting from the brokering role of Aimhigher and
crossing agendas, with education being at the centre. Innovative tailored
provision, emerging out of the local needs and strengthened by the insights of
several parties, has been commended and is worth further exploration (Passy,
2011; McCaig and Bowers-Brown, 2007). However, most of it was potentially lost
as its potential impact was never fully explored in the background of arguably
narrow HE agenda. It has since been advocated that to address this flaw, more
attention needs to be given to the “bottom-up” approach in the future
(Atherton, 2013).

It transpires from the examples of this localised unique provision, that at least
some of it was targeted at vulnerable groups, such as looked after children and
children outside of mainstream education. There is also evidence of attempts to
align policy strands in order to improve targeting of these groups, for example,
the alignment activity around young people in public care and their educational
outcomes. At the same time there is still considerable lack of cohesion in
approaching pupils who are at most disadvantage. The confusion around
Aimhigher cohort identification resulted in missing, or even further
disadvantaging those who were most in need of this support and were entitled
to it (Hatt, Furness and Tate, 2010). The notion of ’having potential‘ as a criterion
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for qualifying for Aimhigher experience (HEFCE, 2012a) was often left to the
mercy of the professionals in charge, and therefore, could be interpreted equally
for the benefit, or against the child.

However, in spite of multiple discrepancies, short-sightedness and lack of joinedup thinking, evidence presented by the Aimhigher partnerships points to
thousands of young people who had a positive experience taking part in
Aimhigher activity. Despite the critique towards the non-scientific nature of this
evidence, produced by practitioners, these reports feature accounts of raised
awareness, aspirations and attainment, as well as higher levels of confidence and
self esteem. These are important insights into the young people’s experiences
and outcomes, which present valuable starting points for both research and
practice. Positioned in the broader understanding of child development, these
findings can illuminate the mechanisms behind building successful provision for
young people. It is paramount not to omit unintended project outcomes
alongside the search for those planned from the outset (Parlett and Hamilton,
1987; Fullan, 1991).

The need to redefine the outcomes of Aimhigher experience in terms of broader
impact also presents a different view of education and its role in building social
mobility in today’s society. Entering HE may not necessarily improve the social
mobility of the groups and individuals placed at disadvantage, in particularly in
the background of rising university fees, high unemployment and scarce
opportunities. There is a need for more holistic approach to education and to
learning as the individual’s interaction with a wider environment. Additionally,
the existing and future provision should focus on removing barriers to accessing
support and opportunities, as well as the identification and building of the young
people’s strengths. Policy and practice should be underpinned by the stronger
emphasis on both the individual and the (multiple) environmental factors.
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4 Methodology

Introduction
This chapter focuses on the methods and tools that were applied to the inquiry.
The study has emerged out of the insufficient understanding of Aimhigher
impact, in particular, on the learner level. Additionally, the study is driven by the
increasing interest in resilience as an operational framework, which could inform
current and future interventions for vulnerable young people (Rutter, 2005;
Schofield and Beek, 2005).

As outlined in Chapter 3, Aimhigher was set up as a WP initiative with a focus on
HE progression of the under-represented groups. While evidence of Aimhigher
improving social mobility was inconclusive, there were other strands of data
received much less attention – for example, Aimhigher participants’ accounts,
which point to a potential change across several individual resilience domains,
such as aspirations, motivation and confidence (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2008;
2009; Carpenter, Church and Kerrigan, 2010). Although these changes were
mainly considered in terms of their contribution to the young people’s academic
aspiration, they are also associated with a wider impact, which may not have
been intended but was equally important (Parlett and Hamilton, 1987; Fullan,
1991; Webb and Vulliamy, 2004). Positioned within the framework of resilience
and adolescent development, these changes could present useful insights for
research and practice.
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The aim of the study is to grasp the meanings attached by the young people to
their interactions with their environments. As detailed in Chapter 2, the dynamic
nature of resilience implies that this interaction happens over time. This process
includes a multitude of factors, events and processes, which affect participants’
lives in complex, sometimes unpredictable ways (Blumer, 1969, cited in Adams
and Sydie, 2001; Rutter, 1989; Yates, Egeland and Sroufe, 2003). The framework
of resilience and the variety and interplay of its domains serve as a fitting
‘kaleidoscope of prisms’ to accommodate the complexity, variety and
individuality of these interactions, and thus retain their ‘true’ (Ungar, 2003)
meaning. The latter is considered ‘true’ as it provides an authentic reflection of
the subject’s experience.

The assumed change in the centre of the exploration would be happening within
this complex and dynamic context of numerous events, experiences and impacts.
The assumption of change suggests some difference between the ‘before’ and
‘after’, which manifests in a number of ways. Exploring the nature of the change,
however, implies looking closely into the process between the ‘before’ and
‘after’ and the interplay of various factors, as perceived by the young person. The
study features a retrospective aspect with a view to capture events taking place
over time. This approach is useful in terms of resilience research; it also responds
to the criticisms of Aimhigher with regards to the lack of long-term impact
explorations (Gorard et al., 2006; Chilosi et al., 2009).

The study also contributes to the wider body of literature on experiences of
vulnerable young people, namely those placed in care or outside mainstream
education. The voice of those in most need of support and services has often
been omitted from the research due to the difficult nature of gaining access and
conducting research (Curtis et al. 2004; Hill, 1997). The qualitative approach
chosen for this exploration highlights their experiences and opinions of what
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works for these young people. This study therefore aims to add to the
understanding of the way LACYP groups and learners in AP are supported by
services.

This chapter looks at the theoretical and practical considerations for the chosen
methodology, as well specific aspects of researching vulnerable young people
and insider research. Details of sampling strategy, collecting information and
data analysis are outlined. Chapter 5 provides detailed information on the
participants’ characteristics.

Aims and objectives of the study
The study focuses on life experiences of nineteen young people from the
background of public care and alternative education. The key aim of the study is
to explore the potential role of Aimhigher as a contributing factor in their
development, which is framed in terms of developing resilient patterns. For the
purposes of this study, the experiences of the young people are explored in
terms of risk and protective factors and processes across resilience domains.
Within this study, impact is also understood as change, in broad terms, in
attitudes, behaviour, transitions and outcomes.
The research aims to explore the participants’ interactions with events and
people, and their perceived meaning and importance. The exploration
incorporates events and experiences in young people’s lives ‘before’ and ‘after’
their participation in Aimhigher activity. Within that, the impact of Aimhigher is
also explored. The key aim is to establish the ‘true’, or unique (Ungar, 2003)
meaning of Aimhigher experience for the young people and the role it played in
their lives.
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The study focuses on three main areas of investigation. Firstly, the young
people’s accounts had to be analysed in terms of the presence of change over
time, as well as its nature and meaning. Secondly, the impact of Aimhigher
activity had to be explored, in particular, any effects and outcomes that could
illuminate the broader understanding of Aimhigher impact (Parlett and Hamilton,
1987; Fullan, 1991; Webb and Vulliamy, 2004). And, finally, both elements were
brought together and explored in terms of developing and exhibiting resilient
patterns. By conducting these three steps, the study positioned the Aimhigher
experience within the young people’s life trajectories over time, and its role
within the resilience framework.

Theoretical considerations
The research design and the implementation of the research methodology for
this study have been predisposed by the adopted theoretical viewpoint, and the
associated epistemological and ontological approaches. There were also practical
considerations that made this research possible.

The aims and the nature of the study as well as the characteristics of the
participants position the research in the interpretivist tradition, and in particular,
symbolic interactionism. The meaning and importance of individual accounts
(perceptions, attitudes and ‘interactional selves’ (Denzin, 1992, p.26) transpiring
through interaction with others and recognition of their views provide a relevant
background to this study, which explores experiences of vulnerable young people
and their development as a part of a series of interactions with their
environment (Bryman, 2008; Cohen, 1989; Denzin, 1992; Rhea, 1981). As this
study sets out to explore processes and their meanings within the resilience
framework, the values of symbolic interactionism provide a fitting backdrop for
this exploration. Understood best as a dynamic process, resilience can be viewed
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as continuous interaction between the young person and the environment, as
well as the interplay of stressful and protective elements within it.

Traditionally, resilience and its components had been measured with the help of
quantitative methods and tools, in particular, in the field of psychology and
medicine. Overall, quantitative methods of research have been recognised as
those with comparatively higher validity and reliability, as opposed to findings
generated through small-scale qualitative research. However, Masten (2011)
points out that the complexity and unpredictability surrounding resilience
reduces the validity and reliability of quantitative studies. Methodological
reviews conducted with a view to establish the most reliable quantitative
research tools have not been able to identify a reliable instrument that would
deliver valid results across most categories (Ahern et al., 2006; Windle et al.,
2011). Despite a wide range of resilience-measuring scales currently available, no
instrument has been selected as “gold standard” (Windle et al., 2011, p.1) when
it comes to measuring resilience. Large-scale surveys, no matter how detailed, do
not seem to account sufficiently for “other factors not measured” (Ahern et al.,
2006, p.115). In some cases, it was possible to capture the change between the
start and end points of the measured interval, “but not the process” (Ahern et
al., 2006, p.115).

Most recently there has been a growing interest in qualitative methods of inquiry
in the field of resilience. According to Ungar (2003, p.92), qualitative methods
present the “solution to the muddle” by addressing the lack of consensus in
research on what constitutes risk and protection. Qualitative method, flexible
and in-depth, provides ‘space’ for the exploration of specific contexts, capturing
the individual voices, which “account for unique localised definitions of positive
outcomes” (Ungar, 2003, p.86). The nature of qualitative research
accommodates the variety of ways in which the not-yet-discovered phenomena
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can manifest themselves. Ungar (2003) also draws attention to the transferability
of findings in qualitative research, as opposed to generalisability within the
quantitative approach. Within qualitative research, interviews allow the
researcher to explore the meaning of events as interpreted by the subject.
Interviews provide scope for the focus on localised contexts, individual voices
and unique experiences. These insights help address the issue of the unknown
and unintended outcomes (Parlett and Hamilton, 1987; Fullan, 1991; Webb and
Vulliamy, 2004), such as Aimhigher impact as well as the subjectivity of risk and
protection (Thoit, 1995).

Interviews have been used in resilience-focused studies, which attempted to
broaden the understanding of life experiences of groups described within
research and policy as ‘at risk’ and ‘vulnerable’ (see Tupuola, Cattell and
Stansfeld (2008) for the definitions of these concepts). For example, Ungar et al.
(2005) conducted an exploration into resilience and the impact of the outdoor
activities on the at-risk youths.

At the same time, using mixed methods enhances results by “achieving a finer
grain” (Ungar, 2003, p.91) in understanding and presentation of the findings.
Bachay and Cingel (1999) conducted a retrospective study of experiences of
minority women in America, whose voices were captured in questionnaires,
followed by focus groups. In another study, Marsiglia et al. (2002) explored
family and school relationships as protective factors for the Latino adolescents in
urban environments. A mixed research design was applied, that used interviews
and a measurement scale. This study utilises semi-structured interviews
featuring a longitudinal (retrospective) element. The interviews were
complemented by a resilience scale.
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Practical considerations
The pre-existing collaborative relationship between Aimhigher and gate keeping
organisations enabled the researcher to gain access to the groups in question. As
LACYP groups and young people in AP are frequently described as ‘hard-to-reach’
(Curtis, 2004, Brackertz, 2007; Wilkinson, 2009), this was a helpful feature of the
investigation. However, as discussed later in this chapter, despite this preexisting relationship with these organisations, gaining access took much longer
than expected. This was partly due to the structural changes within partner
organisations and staff leaving (caused by public cuts), and the inconsistency of
contact data.

On a different note, the pre-existing partnership arrangement meant that the
person working on the study was, in fact, a practitioner who took on the role of
the researcher. This consideration called for more thorough ethical reflections
and protocols in order to maintain the credibility and objectivity of the
investigation (Bryman, 2008).

Researcher-practitioner duality
During the stages of gaining access and data collection the researcher worked for
the Aimhigher initiative. The study, therefore, had features of insider research.
Insider, or endogenous (Maruyama, 1981) research is a growing phenomenon
due to a number of factors, including the increasing demand for evidence-based
practice in conditions of higher accountability and limited resources (Darlington
and Scott, 2002). However, the researcher’s ‘insiderness’ can be fluid and multilayered, making them both an insider and outsider (Trowler, 2011). This
observation is useful, as the researcher was an insider to Aimhigher, however,
she was the outsider to the gate keeping organisations. Therefore, the
connection between the young people and the researcher was indirect.
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Literature identifies both ‘pros’ and the ‘cons’ of endogenous research
(Darlington and Scott, 2002; Grinyer, 2005; Trowler, 2011). On one hand, it eases
access to the gate keepers and the hard-to-reach groups; it can also provide a
deeper understanding of the context (in this case, Aimhigher initiative,
particularly considering the scarcity and inconsistency of information available).
Additionally, the experience of working with disadvantaged young people may
lead to a better awareness of the important issues around these groups.

At the same time however, being a part of the organisation may affect the
research objectivity and validity (although the significance of bias is dependent
on epistemological standpoint, Grinyer, 2005). Other issues include conflict of
interest, intrusiveness and concerns over confidentiality. To minimise these
effects, it was vital for the researcher to develop robust ethical procedures that
would take into account actual and potential sensitive aspects of the study
(Israel, 2006). It was also crucial for the researcher to exercise her reflexive
awareness from the start of the process, throughout field work and beyond
(Hodkinson, 2005; Brannick and Coghlan, 2007). The period, during which the
researcher was not employed by the initiative, therefore, helps balance potential
issues around power, objectivity and the participant’s voice.

For this study, an emotional aspect featured strongly as a part of the insider
research; the latter has not been widely discussed in literature (Melrose, 2005).
The pressure (and the privilege) of working with vulnerable groups and the
related sensitivity, heightened by the pre-existing knowledge (and as a
practitioner – firsthand experience) of their circumstances, vulnerability and
adversities – makes “getting in, getting on and getting out” near impossible
(Darlington and Scott, 2002, p.31).
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Firstly, having prior knowledge of the challenges the young people faced or may
have faced (as a practitioner, through personal experience and anecdotal
evidence from colleagues and professionals from other agencies; and from
related research and professional documents). This sense of empathy is
emotionally difficult, although it can also drive researchers and practitioners on
their journey. Additionally, it was challenging to separate oneself from having
the sense of continued responsibility to help the young person (primarily by
providing IAG) if they asked for such help. In such cases, notes were taken with
regards to such queries and addressed after the interview in order not to
interrupt the flow of the conversation. And, lastly, there was certain sensitivity
around working with the Aimhigher team members, who were responsible for
the activities for LACYP and young people in AP.

The study also had elements of action research (see, for example, Atew, Kemmis
and Weeks, 1998; McNiff and Whitehead, 2000). Within action research, the
findings of the study can be applied to improve the existing and future practice,
especially considering the growing attention surrounding the resilience
framework as an operational construct (Schofield and Beek, 2005). The findings
of this research can illuminate the design and delivery of current and future
interventions in education, social work and youth work, as well as the
forthcoming “slimmer Aimhigher 2” (Grove, 2013).

Child-centred approach
The literature on groups described as vulnerable, hard to reach and marginalised
points to the fact that their voices are not heard often enough. In policy,
practice, and research “we are guilty of ignoring, disregarding and trivialising”
their stories (Fitzgerald, Jobling and Kirk, 2003, p.176). The danger of building an
uneven relationship between professionals and service users is very real.
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According to Petrie, Fiorelli and O’Donnell (2006), the ‘power’ of young people in
a society driven by the adult-constructed meanings is often merely tokenistic.

Therefore, it was paramount for this study to capture the experiences of the
young people as perceived and described by them. A way to capture individual
narratives in their ‘true’ form is through utilising methods of inquiry and data
analysis that are sufficiently flexible and holistic. Semi-structured interviews
provided scope for the young people to construct their stories and elaborate on
meanings; presenting the data as narratives and life trajectories helped preserve
most of the original expressions. Using participants’ quotes throughout brought
the data ‘to life’ and preserved the authenticity of expression. This was
complemented by structure of resilience domains and the time frame (the
‘before’ and the ‘after’ Aimhigher experience).

Traditional methods and techniques have been criticised for conducting research
‘on’, rather than ‘with’ children (Barker and Weller, 2003). Recently research
literature saw a growing trend in applications of innovative, expressive
qualitative methods, which provide broader scope for capturing complex
experiences and meanings. Apart from the interview data, this study also
contains ‘satellite’ context featuring of poetry, and reflective diaries (produced
by other young people during various Aimhigher activities). Used alongside the
interview data, this material presents a powerful account of the effect certain life
events, both happy and sad, have on young people. Overall, the accounts of the
participants portray them as social actors, who are – even when they are not in
charge of their lives – are very aware of what’s going on around them (see, for
example, Matthews, 2001; Wyness, 1999; Creegan, 2008; Wills et al., 2008). The
information that populated the ‘satellite’ setting is presented in greater detail in
the Data analysis section of Chapter 4 and Appendix 3.
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The child-centred approach also allowed the researcher to elicit the individual
meanings of what risk and protective factors may constitute to a particular young
person. For example, whereas movement is recognised as a risk or a stress factor
in a child’s life, as it brings instability, interruptions and lack of consistency, for
some young people moving school or moving foster placements meant leaving
behind the “wrong crowd” or a negative foster carer experience. Focusing on the
participant’s voice, the researcher was able to elicit individual meanings that
helped explain the way the young people’s lives are affected. Throughout the
research, the focus remained on capturing varying perspectives and their
meanings within specific contexts. The child-centred approach also promotes the
emphasis on the young people’s potential and resilience-building capacity in the
background of multiple adversity.

Research tools
As the study focuses on the life experiences of vulnerable young people and the
unique meanings these experiences carry, it seemed most appropriate to apply
qualitative methods to the inquiry (Layder, 1993). In-depth interviews were
carried out with nineteen young people and nine professionals. Semi-structured
interviews appeared to be most suitable in terms of the adopted theoretical
framework (Neuman, 2000).
The interview schedule (Appendix 2) was devised to assist a guided discussion.
The interview schedule was comprised of a resilience scale and open-ended
questions. The inclusion of a resilience scale brought in a quantitative element
into the qualitative study, which catered to a variety of respondent styles and
added a “finer grain” to data analysis (Ungar 2003, p.91). The schedule was
structured around three ‘themes’, which represented their life experiences
‘before’ Aimhigher; experience of Aimhigher activity, including the nature and
any potential impact of Aimhigher; and, lastly, young people’s life experiences
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after Aimhigher. However, each interview was different; sufficient flexibility and
freedom was ensured in order for the participants to tell their own stories. In
certain instances not all questions got answered, or the direction of the
interview changed slightly. Each case was approached on an individual basis;
often the decision was made to follow the interviewee’s narrative in order to
obtain richer, potentially more meaningful and subjective data (Ungar, 2003). It
was not always possible to follow the same structure of the interview with the
professionals, as they may have only been familiar with certain aspects of a
young person’s life. Therefore, these interviews had a less structured approach,
although informed by the interview schedule.

The key themes for the interview structure were adapted from Hanson’s and
Kim’s (2007) “Measuring resilience and youth development: the psychometric
properties of the healthy kids survey”. The main reason for the choice of this
particular tool was the education-related nature of Aimhigher and its activities.
The survey tools (scale domains) from the Healthy Kids Survey have been
adapted by other studies that explored experiences of vulnerable groups. For
example, a US-based study of the school experiences of LGBT youth and the
impact on their health and wellbeing (Russell et al., 2010; Toomey et al., 2011).

A number of other sources have also been consulted (Benard, 1991; 2004;
Constantine et al., 1999; Hawkins, Catalano and Miller, 1992; Masten, 2001;
Masten and Coatsworth, 1998; Resnick et al., 2000; Rutter, 1987; Werner and
Smith, 1982; 1992). As outlined earlier in this chapter, despite the vast presence
of versatile resilience scales in the research literature, neither was found to offer
a ‘perfect solution’ when it comes to measuring the complex construct that is
resilience; however, qualitative and quantitative tools can be used in a
complementary fashion (Ungar, 2003). Therefore, the scale was secondary to the
key qualitative data, gained from the in-depth interviews.
94

As changes were explored over time, the longitudinal (in this case, retrospective)
aspect was of particular importance. For example, Peterson, Duncan and Canady
(2009) conducted an eleven-year study of the impact of negative factors on
gifted and talented young people. Of course, retrospective accounts can produce
bias, as they are, in fact, memories (Winkel et al., 2003). However, for half of the
sample, these memories were just two-three months old. For others, it was a
matter of one to four years. Therefore, a certain variety was achieved in terms of
length of time that the participants were reflecting on. Additionally, a pure
longitudinal experiment was not possible at that point due to the closure of
Aimhigher.

Ethical considerations
As this study involved collecting data from young people considered vulnerable,
a number of ethical considerations had to be taken into account in designing the
research tools, collecting and analysing data. In accordance with the BSA Ethical
guidelines (BSA, 2002) and the University of Bedfordshire IASR guidelines
(University of Bedfordshire, 2010), consent was sought from all the young people
(notwithstanding of age) and the consent of the guardian (parent or carer) was
obtained for all young people who were under sixteen years old (the youngest
participant being fourteen). All young people in the sample were able to provide
independent accounts (Gillick and Fraser competency guidelines were used for
this; see, for example, NSPCC, 2012). The approval of the LA was also granted for
conducting this study. The ESRC guidelines (ESRC, 2010) were also consulted.

Measures were taken to ensure that the language in the research brief and the
interview schedule were phrased appropriately for the target group. The pilot
stage was also used to judge the level of language and make any necessary
alterations. All young people were approached via a letter outlining the study
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and inviting them to participate. The letters were sent to the young people by
the professionals in the gatekeeping organisations.

There is emerging sensitivity in research with regards to the balance of power
between researcher and the interviewee, particularly in the case of vulnerable
groups (see Piercy and Hargate, 2004). Qualitative research seeks to
acknowledge differences and potential tensions in the balance of power, but it
also has the potential to empower participants through recognising their agency
in the process (Wolcott, 1994). In this study, apart from obtaining informed
consent notwithstanding of age, the researcher made sure that the interviewees
could choose time, place and venue for the interview. For the participants’
convenience, stamped self-addressed envelopes were enclosed in their letter.
After the follow up phone call, those who did not want to participate were not
contacted again.

All interviews were conducted in a public place, apart from two interviews, that
took place in young people’s home as per their request. In both cases, a parent
or a carer were present, also at the request of the young person. There was also
an interview that took place at a school, but in a separate, secluded area. The
young person also asked for a trusted member of staff to be present at the
interview. As he seemed rather upset, he was asked several times throughout
the interview by the researcher (and the teaching staff), whether he would
prefer to cancel or postpone the interview; he wanted to continue. This example
highlights further the importance of the child-centred approach to research. In
this instance, it turned out that the young people felt more comfortable with an
adult being present. Harden et al. (2010) support this observation, whereby
having trusted adults at an interview can empower a child more than
interviewing the child on a one-to-one basis.
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Young people were briefed about the confidentiality and anonymity principles (in
the letter as well as at the start of the interview) and were made aware of the
exceptions in the confidentiality clause. All the details that could identify young
people were changed. All the information was stored securely under password;
once the names were changed the originals were destroyed.

Gaining access to the target groups
Gaining access is often a complex and often problematic part of conducting field
work, especially if the study involves vulnerable or hard-to-reach groups (Curtis,
2004; Brackertz, 2007; Wilkinson, 2009).
The access was potentially made easier by the pre-existing relationship between
Aimhigher and partner organisation. In addition, obtaining contact details of
those who agreed to participate was aided by the fact that the young people
were still in the care or the education system. On the other hand, the lives of
LACYP groups and pupils outside mainstream education is characterised by
movement and instability; this made getting hold of them and actually making
the interview happen a complex and unpredictable process. Similarly, the details
for most care leavers were also out of date; as a result, it proved most effective
to get hold of the most recent participants. Postal addresses for the young
people who left the system were often missing or incorrect. The process of
sending out letters and gaining access to the young people was also affected by
the structural changes in the local authority, which followed the public cuts
reform. These changes may have affected gaining access to, and ultimately, the
characteristics of the sample.
Gaining access and making contact was also affected by the researcherpractitioner duality. In one instance, the researcher was making a follow-up
phone call to a young person who agreed to participate in the study; the young
person was stranded in a different town with no means to contact social
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services. As a result, the researcher-practitioner spent several hours arranging
transportation for this young person to get home. The issue had finally been
resolved; however, it was not possible to get hold of the young person again.
Similarly, on other occasions, young people would not turn up and reschedule
several times. ‘No-shows’ were followed up, again, not only for research
purposes but also to make sure the young person is “all right”.

The sample
Eighty four young people took part in the LACYP-specific activities and 52 young
people took part in AP – specific activities organised by the Aimhigher
partnership in question between 2007 and 2011 (136 in total). It is useful to
mention here that their participation was not totally ‘random’, but followed a
principle underpinned by the notion of ‘potential’ and professional judgement,
as described in Chapter 3. In other words, the young people who found
themselves on an Aimhigher residential (or another activity) were invited, or
selected on the basis of a range of criteria (as judged by the gate keeping
professional), which mainly focused around (perceived) potential to progress
onto higher education.

Once the ethical clearance for the project was received, meetings have been
arranged with the gate keeping organisations. Four gatekeeping authorities have
been contacted: one LA and three AP centres. All of the participants in question
(136) came into contact with Aimhigher via one of these authorities. The process
of gaining access involved the designated contact in gate keeping organisation
locating the names and contact details of the young people and sending out the
letters (and all relevant documentation, such as information sheet and consent
form) to the participants. A similar process was followed in relation to foster
carers and parents, as well as professionals who were working with the young

98

people in question. The researcher was informed that all of the 136 young
people were contacted, as well as parents and/or carers for these young people.
It was not clear how many professionals were contacted within organisations, as
the invitations were distributed both orally (at meetings) and via all-staff internal
email.
Overall, 19 young people and 9 professionals took part in the study (their
characteristics are discussed in detail in Chapter 5).

Data collection
Gaining access and data collection can be very time consuming (Dunleavy, 2003).
With this in mind, a reasonable amount of time had to be allocated for the data
collection. Despite the pre-existing relationships with the gatekeepers, gaining
access and obtaining up-to-date contact details was not always without
difficulties. The following section outlines the steps that were undertaken during
the period of approximately 30 months.

Phase I. July 2008-August 2009
Professionals within gate keeping organisations were approached to get their
initial views on the study. It was also necessary to secure the professional
relationship that will enable the researcher carry out the study. The Director of
the Aimhigher partnership and colleagues were notified of the study.

Phase II. September 2009-February 2010
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Alongside acquiring ethical approval for the study, the gatekeepers were
updated of the progress; their views were also sought on best ways to involve
other staff and young people, and other practical considerations. Key contacts
were identified and introductory meetings took place, to make sure the gate
keepers are on board. Unfortunately this period coincided with major
restructuring in LAs and AP as a result of the Coalition Government reforms. As a
result, certain processes took longer or had to be revisited as a result of staff
leaving and initial links being lost. The process was also affected by the
uncertainty of the future of Aimhigher, and, therefore, the mutual benefits of the
collaboration.

Phase III. March – August 2011
Despite some difficulties outlined above, it was possible to start field work once
the ethical approval has been granted. Information sheets and consent forms
were delivered to the gate keepers to be sent to the young people. Time scales,
deadlines and other relevant details confirmed; arrangements were made for
follow-ups and other communication. The decision was made to use the ‘opt-in’
approach with professionals and ‘opt-out’ approach with the young people in
terms of expressing the wish to participate (or not to participate).

Phase IV. August 2011 – December 2011
The deadline was set for August 2011 as a ‘cut-off’ point for receiving letters
from the target groups and for commencing the follow-up phone calls. At this
point the response slips were received from the staff who expressed interest.
Only one young person returned an opt-out slip. The gate keeping organisations
then released the names and numbers of the 136 young people (as described
earlier in this chapter). The next step was to phone all interested professionals
and 135 young people whose details were provided: as a confirmation for
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professionals and as a follow-up phone call (from the letter that was sent prior to
that) to the young person. The information in the information sheet and consent
form was used for the telephone conversation. If the young person agreed to
take part after the conversation, the documents were re-sent to them and the
time and place of the interview was agreed.

As it turned out, a large proportion of the provided contact details were out of
date, for both earlier and more recent participants. This was mostly the issue for
the young people who had moved on from organisation in question (for
example, the education unit or the designated team in the local authority).
Another observation was that most of the young people who were reached on
the number provided stated that they did not receive the letter from the gate
keeping organisation.

As a result, 19 young people and 9 professionals were interviewed. It was initially
envisaged to interview parents and carers; however, only one carer expressed
interest. One young person also sent a brief letter describing her Aimhigher
experience. Both carer interview transcript and the letter were added to the
‘satellite’ information (Appendix 3).

The interviews
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were chosen for their combination of a
certain level of structure alongside flexibility and the focus on the interviewee’s
account (Bryman, 2008). Best efforts were made to accommodate the
preferences of young people and professionals in terms of interview
arrangements. Seventeen interviews with the young people were carried out in
public places, including the local shopping mall, a café or the young person’s
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school. One young person (Zamir) was interviewed at his school, but in a
separate quiet area, in the presence of a trusted member of staff. Two interviews
took place at the young people’s houses (Femi and Ajaz), as this was their
preference.

The nature of semi-structured interviews allowed for the interviewees to frame
the events in the way they understood them, and for the researcher to capture
these. While the relative structure of the questions was followed, the researcher
made sure that discussion is also guided by the topics that were of particular
interest to the participants. This made the interviewees more comfortable and
helped gain new insights and draw out new themes.

After conducting the first (pilot) interview, the decision was made to add the
question around the young person’s self-description with regards to the past and
the present. This way the young people could describe themselves in the way
they wanted, as the resilience scale seemed rather ‘dry’; their answers provided
rich qualitative data. This information was used in Chapter 6 (see also Figures 6:1
and 6:2). The researcher made reflective notes after every interview, recording
how the interview went; observations and insights; suitability of the setting;
lessons for the next interview.

At the start of the interview, the details of the research, anonymity and
confidentiality were discussed. The researcher made sure that the participants
were comfortable and felt free to skip the questions or stop the interview; the
language was appropriate for the target group; leading questions were avoided.
The researcher was aware of her dual role (researcher-practitioner) and ensured
that bias was brought to a minimum (Roulston et al., 2003). At the end of the
interview the young people were reminded who they can speak to if they
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wanted to follow up any issues. Several participants were interested in the
research project and found it important and worthwhile. Considering the
vulnerable background of the young people, it was important for the researcher
to be prepared to handle sensitive topics; however, for most of the interviews,
this did not come up. One exception was the interview with Zamir (as described
earlier in the chapter); although he insisted that he wanted to carry on. The
member of staff who was present at the interview made it clear that she would
stay with him for the rest of the day.

With regards to practical considerations, such as time keeping, suitability of the
venue and turnout, most of the interviews went smoothly. On one occasion,
however, the researcher had to wait at a train station twice for a young person
who agreed to take part; follow-up phone calls led to rearranging with no
success. Similarly, the researcher had to come twice to another young person’s
school; the researcher and the young person kept missing each other; as a result,
the young person asked to be interviewed in his home. On the whole, however,
the participants turned up on time and were ready to be interviewed. Many
interviews were rather long, in consistence with the aim to capture the young
people’s stories; the high volume of data affected the transcribing time but was
very helpful in drawing out themes and insights during analysis. Having spare
batteries for the recorder proved useful.

Data Analysis
Three types of data were available for analysis (Appendix 3). The accounts of the
nineteen young people in this study were supported by the information collected
during the interviews with professionals in gate keeping organisations, who knew
the young people and had an understanding of Aimhigher. Additionally, access
was gained (through the Director of the Aimhigher partnership) to the
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information that provided ‘satellite’ context, which was mainly comprised of
pieces of creative writing, reflective diaries and feedback forms generated in the
course of Aimhigher activities for vulnerable adolescents. Having access to this
additional information was also necessary for triangulation purposes and for
enhancing the transferability and reflexivity of the participants’ accounts.

Organising the data
The core data came from nineteen semi-structured interviews with the young
people and practitioners. The vast majority of interview data was audio
recorded; notes were taken (during and after interview) where audio recording
was not possible. All recorded interviews were transcribed manually and in full.
Recently, some authors have argued against transcribing verbatim, in particular,
in the case of mixed research methods (Halcomb and Davidson, 2006); working
directly with audio and video material has been also advocated (Markle, West
and Rich, 2011). However, it was decided that transcription is necessary in the
view of the open-ended exploratory nature of the inquiry, as well as the volume
and the richness of the collected data. Although time consuming, transcribing
helped the researcher to familiarise herself with the data, which enhanced
familiarity necessary for the data analysis (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009).

As already mentioned, the core data was complemented by the ‘satellite’
content which came through a number of Aimhigher-related feedback and
reflective documents. The content in these documents was meant for public
domain, as outlined in Aimhigher pre-event forms signed by participants; all data
was already anonymous. The information that provided the ‘satellite’ setting
featured poetry and creative writing. Qualitative literature views poetry as ‘units’
of information, and therefore, as research evidence (Shapiro, 2004; Furman,
2004). The researcher is dealing with multiple meanings of events and

104

interactions, experienced and shared by the young person in a meaningful way.
Despite lack of reproducibility, patterns, connections and codes can be ‘teased
out’ during analysis, thus allowing the researcher to interpret and present the
data in the same way any qualitative data could (Shapiro, 2004). Furman et al.
(2007, p.302) describe creative writing materials as “documents of social
phenomena” that communicate “powerful and multiple truth about the human
experience”. All the materials (transcripts and ‘satellite’ context) were printed
out and were used for preliminary manual coding in the early stages of data
analysis. Appendix 3 provides an overview of the obtained information.

Drawing out the themes
The process of making sense of data was informed by the thematic analysis
approach. Thematic analysis, also known as interpretive content analysis (Marks
and Yardley, 2004; Schwandt, 2007) provided the guidance and the flexibility
that this study required. Thematic analysis has been criticised for not being
distinctive enough: its key principles can be found in several other approaches to
data analysis, including content analysis, discourse analysis, narrative approach
and grounded theory (Bryman, 2008).

However, the flexibility and broad scope of this approach was suitable for this
inquiry, as it spans over several research themes, which require different
approaches. The study operates on three different levels: life experiences of
vulnerable young people; the mechanisms behind Aimhigher interventions; and
the resilience framework as a backdrop for the two strands. The analysis,
therefore, is guided by what is already known (the resilience framework, the
issues around vulnerable young people; the remit of Aimhigher within policy)
and what is not known (any potential impact of Aimhigher experience; its
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relevance to resilience-related processes; any other themes that could emerge
from the data).

Two approaches were used in the process of data analysis, both informed by
theory and the ‘raw’ themes emerging out of the data; Richards and Richards
(1995) describe these two approaches as top-down (theory driven) and bottomup (data-driven). Themes, categories and codes were drawn from the resilience
framework (featuring as resilience domains and factors in the interview
schedule), as well as the insights emerging from the data itself. Within the
adapted theoretical framework, the actual interactions and experiences and
their subjective meaning to young people as social actors informed the approach
to the data analysis (Denzin, 1992).

Following the participant-centred approach, close attention was paid to any data
that could represent an emerging theme. Having fully transcribed interviews
ensured that no data was missed. Additionally, using the method of line-by-line
coding kept the researcher’s attention on the data; this method is often
associated with the Grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006). Applying these
techniques illuminated certain themes in the young people’s stories. One such
theme was the young people’s powerful emotional response as a part of making
sense of events, as well as individuality of meanings of risk and protection in
their lives (as described in Chapter 6). Similarly, the exploration of the meanings
attached to the Aimhigher experience (by the young people and professionals)
was almost completely guided by the data due to the lack of available research
into the impact of Aimhigher, as well as scarce research around interventions
informed by the resilience framework (Schofield and Beek, 2005).
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In the process of data analysis, themes and clusters of themes had to be
identified, deconstructed and then reconstructed, in order to map the data onto
the key discourses around vulnerable young people. The latter include the
understanding of transitions and the issues around being in care or in AP
(movement, instability, the role of foster carers, education experiences).
Similarly, the knowledge around Aimhigher (however conflicting) was used to
further construct the understanding of its role and impact. Positioning these
themes within the resilience framework allowed the researcher to connect
separate strands of data, which aided the overall understanding of the
mechanisms behind vulnerability and resilience patterns.

Data coding
In identifying the themes, categories and concepts, a mixture of manual and
electronic coding was utilised. Preliminary manual coding was conducted, to
familiarise oneself with the data; the key themes emerged at that stage. It also
became clear that due to the amount of data and the potential overlap of
themes and categories manual analysis was not the most efficient. The rich and
thick nature of the collected data prompted the use the NVivo9 software at the
next stage. NVivo9 allowed the flexibility of connecting one unit of text with
several themes, categories or nodes, without physically separating the
transcripts and other materials, similar to initial coding in Grounded theory
(Charmaz, 2006). Additionally, the capacity of NVivo9 to create links between
categories and themes, memos and word frequencies aided the exploration. The
capacity of NVivo9 software to handle various types of data allowed the
researcher to analyse interview transcripts, notes, descriptive information logged
in SPSS (key information about the participants, derived from the transcripts)
and ’satellite’ content.
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The techniques of open coding, in vivo and selective coding were utilised in
stages (Straus and Corbin, 1990; Saldaña, 2011). Axial coding allowed to code
relationships between categories. It was important to start drawing together the
links and relationships with the help of axial coding towards the end of the
exploration, once the key themes emerged and key concepts haven been drawn
out (Charmaz, 2006; Bryman, 2008).

It is necessary to point out, that alongside NVivo9 coding, an ongoing comparison
and re-reading of typed-up transcripts was conducted. Constant comparison of
data is key to maintaining the fluidity and the revision of emerging themes.
While coding, grouping, looking for categories and conducting text search could
be done quickly and accurately with the help of the software, it could not
immerse the researcher into a participant’s story in the same way as reading
through the full transcript. In the words of Richards and Richards (1995, p.80),
“…categorising is never just an end in itself….. Its goals are often the
discovery of ideas and themes; and the storing of growing
understandings, the linking of ideas to data”.
Therefore, going over the transcripts numerous times was particularly useful for
recreating the broader context. Additionally, the memo-making tool in NVivo9
was also helpful as it allowed the researcher to link notes (memos) to the parts
of data. The memos were particularly useful in the final stages of the writing up.

A constant comparison between the data and the broader literature (on
resilience, on the issues around vulnerable young people and the meaning of
extra-curricular activities) aided the process of teasing out the themes and
grounding them in broader research. The process of coding and analysing data
required deconstructing the information into codes, which then were
reconstructed into broader categories and themes. It was also important that the
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researcher’s own interpretations were kept to a minimum to avoid bias and to
make sure the participants’ perceptions and meanings come through (Charmaz,
2006). Additionally, the continuous use of participants’ quotes in the discussion
of the key themes also serves to support this intention (Guest and MacQueen,
2006).

Word clouds and life trajectory maps
As a part of making sense of data, word frequency counts were carried out for
certain codes. For example, the word frequency count was used in the analysis of
the participants’ perceptions of self ‘before Aimhigher’ and ‘after Aimhigher.
Alongside this, an infographic software tool was used for visual representation of
these frequencies, known as a word cloud (Figures 6:2 and 6:3; see also
Appendix 4). A word cloud is a

“…special visualisation tool of text in which the more frequently used
words are effectively highlighted by occupying more prominence in the
representation”
(McNaught and Lam, 2010, p.630).

As a visual depiction of word frequencies, word clouds are associated with
content analysis and quantitative research. At the same time there is evidence of
it being used in qualitative explorations. Cidell (2010, p.514) highlights that this
tool provides “a powerful way to summarise and compare information from
different places on a single issue”. As using a world cloud as a stand-alone tool
may result in omitting important context, the researcher ensured that the
meanings and perceptions were analysed within broader context; the tool was
used merely to represent the data in a “fast and visually rich way” (McNaught
and Lam, 2010, p.630). In Figures 6:2 and 6:3, the frequency of the world is
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represented by its size (the larger the world, the more frequently it was
mentioned).

The multi-layered nature of the study and the rich nature of the data called for
the tools that capture this complexity, during analysis as well as writing up and
presenting data. In order to link up meanings of single and clustered events, the
young people’s trajectories were presented in a shape of maps. Maps
representing participants’ life journeys, or trajectories have been used in social
research with the aim to preserve the connections between interlinking factors,
and processes, as well as events and changes across time (Hall, 2003; Davis,
2006; see also Ojermak, 2007).

Nineteen maps illustrate key events in the young people’s lives before, during
and after their participation in Aimhigher activities (Appendix 1). This was
especially useful considering the study is an exploration into young people’s
resilience and its components, some of which are unique to each individual. The
use of maps and timelines is beneficial and insightful where complex phenomena
or connections between multiple factors are being explored. Jacklin et al. (2006)
used timelines to demonstrate continuities and discontinuities in the chains of
schooling and intervention experiences for children in care. Similarly, life
trajectories in a study by Melrose and Brodie (2000) provided a vivid illustration
of the interconnection and cumulative effect of traumatic life events of
vulnerable young people.

The life trajectory maps allowed the researcher to capture and analyse several
important details. Firstly, all mentioned events and factors were positioned
according to the understanding of risk and protective factors within the
resilience domains. Positioning of these factors was informed by the literature
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that underpinned the study (discussed in Chapter 2). Secondly, the subjective
meanings of risk and protection as featured in the young people’s accounts were
also represented on the maps. This can be seen in Arthur’s life trajectory map,
where moving house and moving schools was disruptive but resulted in his
grades improving as the new school was a “better school”. Lastly, the maps aided
the visual representation of connections between events, which formed clusters
and chain reactions, for example, a death of a family member, which was
followed by a change in behaviour and school exclusion (Amelie).

Additionally, single factors (events, processes and people) were connected
according to a specific resilience domain, for example, the presence of
supportive people (peers, professionals, family members) in a young person’s
life. For example, Femi’s map shows the consistency of support he received from
“mentors, school, parents”, as well as friends and Connexions professionals. This
part of the data analysis was helpful in drawing out two key themes of support
networks and opportunities, featured in Chapter 8. Finally, the maps feature the
turning points (King, Brown and Smith, 2003; Edwards and McKenzie, 2005;
Johnson and Howard, 2007) and key people in the young people’s lives. These
are typed underscored in capital letters. For example, in the case of Claire,
moving back to her home town and reconnecting with her friend were the key
events in her life within that time frame.

It was important to follow the research questions, as well as do justice to the
young people’s stories and the key themes that emerge out of these stories.
Chapter 6 uncovers the young people’s past experiences and their emotional
response to adversity. Following this, Chapter 7 discusses participation in
Aimhigher activity, its significance to the young people and the mechanisms
behind its impact. Chapter 8 rounds up the discussion of the findings the
participants’ journeys through life, by highlighting the interdependence of
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certain processes, factors and events, which underpin vulnerability and
resilience. In keeping with the principle of being led by the young people’s
‘voice’, it was important to preserve the ‘true’ meaning of the participants’
accounts by using their own words (Ungar, 2003). The use of participants’
quotations adds richness and depth to the narrative (Corden and Sainsbury,
2006). Guest and MacQueen (2006, p.217) recommend the use of quotations as
they “exemplify an intended concept” and “reflect the raw data behind the
interpretation”.

Conclusion
This chapter discusses the methodology, applied in this study, including both
theoretical and practical considerations. The open-ended nature of the
exploration aims to position the role of Aimhigher initiative and its potential
impact within the broader context of the resilience concept and its applications.
At the same time, the element of an individual perspective is equally paramount.
In fact, it is the individual perspective of the participants that enables the
researcher to obtain new meanings of the Aimhigher experience. Positioning the
investigation within the symbolic interactionist approach allows capturing the
elements of both the individual and the environment, and the interactions
between the two. Furthermore, the key principles of the interactionist approach
interlace with the understanding of the resilience framework, which also
highlights the interconnectedness of the two domains, the internal and the
external.

This chapter also highlights the practical mechanisms of conducting the
exploration. These include the ethical and practical considerations around
working with vulnerable young people, the researcher-practitioner duality, the
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complexities of building relationships and gaining access. Indeed, objective
obstacles and challenges form an inseparable part of the process, which may
affect time scales and the running of the project.

Reflexivity is an inseparable part of the research process. The latter presented
valuable insights with regards to understanding the sensitivity and the emotional
investment around the researcher-practitioner domain. Another insight involves
the broader understanding around the role of adults in promoting the childcentred approach and sense of agency in the young people (for example, during
interviews).

This study features a strong exploratory element (with regards to the impact of
Aimhigher), as well as the resilience framework, which brings a certain structure
to the investigation. Using the relatively broad thematic analysis framework
allowed the researcher to combine both top-down (theory driven) and bottomup (data-driven) approaches (Richards and Richards, 1995).

During the course of the research, dissemination involved workshops and
presentations at national and local conferences, including the ‘Outcomes and
Impacts’ University of Bedfordshire Conference in 2011 and 'Discourses of
Inclusion in Higher Education’ WP Conference in 2012. Prior to that, a published
chapter on history of family and childhood also contributed to the project
(Barrett and Kukhareva, 2010).

The next chapter focuses on the characteristics of the nineteen people who took
part in this study. The discussion positions the sample within the LACYP and AP
population.
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5 Participants of the study

Introduction
Following the discussion around the methodology of the study, this chapter
focuses on the nineteen young people that took part in the study and their
characteristics. Although this is a qualitative study, it is still important to
establish how representative it is of the wider research, practice and policy
context.
Vulnerable groups are sometimes referred to as ‘hard-to-reach’ (Henry and
Polson, 2007; Wilkinson et al., 2009; NFER, 2012). This description refers not only
to practice, but also to research, as they often find themselves on the margins of
the support provision and the society. Frequent moves and inconsistency of data
make access to these groups more difficult.

The ‘slipping through the net’ trend (Doherty and Stott, 2004) was also
noticeable in the work of Aimhigher. As mentioned in Chapter 3, young people
looked after or and in alternative education may have missed out on the support
they were entitled to as a result of professional (mis)judgement or simply due to
the challenges around building collaborative provision. Similarly, although it was
possible to find examples of Aimhigher activities organised for these groups, they
did not feature in Aimhigher evaluation literature.

114

With a view to address this lack of evidence, this study focuses specifically on the
Aimhigher experiences of young people who have been placed in care or in
alternative education. Their accounts are presented in detail in Chapter 6,
Chapter 7 and Chapter 8. This chapter plays a role of an introduction of the
participants, as the three following chapters focus on answering the research
questions and examining the key themes that come through the interview data.
It also be used as a reference for the data analysis discussion, as the stories and
accounts of the young people interlace the discussion, connecting with each
other and creating a ‘collective’ narrative.

Characteristics of the young people
Nineteen young people were interviewed for this study; ten participants were
male and nine were female. As Figure 5:1 demonstrates, the age of participants
(at the time of interview) varies, with the two youngest participants being
fourteen and the two oldest participants being twenty years old. Although the
age range was not a part of the initial research design, this variety was
particularly valuable for the aims of this study, as it provided retrospective
accounts covering different time periods. This allowed the research to explore
the impact of Aimhigher several months after the experience (younger
participants), as well as several years after the experience (older participants).
This element contributed to the understanding of both short term and long-term
impact; it also made it possible to position the Aimhigher experience within a
wider range of factors, events and processes over time.

Out of the nineteen participants, fourteen young people came from a care
background; at the time of the interview eight of them had left care, while six
were living with foster carers. The remaining five were living with their family
and did not have history of public care. All five came into contact with Aimhigher
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as a result of collaborative work between the initiative and alternative education
schools.
This said, there is crossover between being in care and having history of being
educated outside of mainstream education. Eight young people out of nineteen
had history of both being looked after and having a disrupted education
experience, be it moving schools, having gaps in education, exclusion or referral
to a school for children with special needs. In fact, one young person (Thomas)
took part in more than one Aimhigher activity as he was referred separately
through his school and by his social worker. Although this points to some
disjointedness in targeting young people, it resulted in the young person not
being ‘missed’ in the process of Aimhigher cohort identification (as described in
Chapter 3).

Out of the nineteen participants, four reported history of school exclusion. Two
of them, Lee and Femi, did not come from care and lived with their families.
Whilst Femi was reintegrated back at his state-funded mainstream school at the
time of the interview, Lee was going to an alternative school for pupils with
learning disabilities and emotional and behavioural difficulties. According to the
data presented by DfE (DfE, 2012a), 54 per cent of students with behavioural,
social and emotional difficulties faced a fixed term exclusion in 2009-10. Overall,
six young people in the sample either had history of or were in education
provision for students with emotional and behavioural difficulties.

The other two (Thomas and Amelie) come from a care background. This
represents over 10 per cent of the sample (for comparison). It should be noted
that it was not specified whether the exclusion was of temporary or permanent
nature. At the same time, as shown by DfE (2012a) this figure is similar to the
national statistic for fixed exclusion rate for the looked after population; namely,
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it was 9.2 per cent during 2009-10. In comparison, the same statistic for nonlooked after children is 2.4 per cent. With regards to the permanent exclusion
rate, it was 0.2 per cent for looked after children, which was twice as high as the
number of non-looked after children. The overlap between being in care and
being in alternative education can be related to a number of issues. It has been
widely documented that there is a higher correlation between being looked after
and having a learning disability, as well as emotional and behavioural difficulty;
there is also a link between belonging to certain ethnic groups and being in care
(Chater and Le Grand, 2006; DfE, 2012a).

According to Chater and Le Grand (2006) just under a third of all looked after
population have a special education needs statement (SEN) in comparison with
just one tenth of that figure (just 3 per cent) for the general population.
Although the young people were not asked about having special education needs
explicitly, one young person (Stephen) stated that he always suspected he had
dyslexia but “never got diagnosed” at school. At the time of the interview, he
was planning to get an assessment done at university. His story is consistent with
Chater and Le Grand (2006, p.7), who state that “it can be difficult to obtain a
SEN statement for Looked after children, and it can take longer to implement
them”.
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Figure 5:1 Characteristics of the young people
Name
and age
of
participa
nt

Gender

Ethnicity

Special
needs

Looked
after of
care leaver
at the time
of
interview

History of
exclusion /
movement to
a special
school

History of
gaps in
education /
moving
schools

Carl , 19

Male

AfricanCaribbean

not
reported

Care leaver

not reported

Gaps in
education

Arthur,
20

Male

White
British

not
reported

Care leaver

not reported

moving
schools

Stephen,
20

Male

White
British

not
reported

Care leaver

not reported

not
reported

Amelie,
18

Female

Mixed race

not
reported

Care leaver

exclusion

both

Alexandr
a, 16

Female

White
British

not
reported

LACYP

not reported

not
reported

Jodie, 17

Female

White
British

not
reported

LACYP

not reported

not
reported

Ajaz, 15

Male

Pakistani

not
reported

LACYP

not reported

not
reported

Femi, 16

Male

AfricanCaribbean

not
reported

no

exclusion

not
reported

Claire, 18

Female

White
British

not
reported

Care leaver

not reported

both

Anita, 17

Female

Mixed race

not
reported

Care leaver

EBD school

both

Rowena,
18

Female

White
British

not
reported

Care leaver

not reported

both

Saleem,
18

Male

Afghani

not
reported

LACYP

not reported

gaps in
education

Stephanie
, 20

Female

White
British

not
reported

Care leaver

not reported

not
reported
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Figure 5:1 (continued) Characteristics of the young people
Name

Gender

Ethnicity

Special

Looked

History of

History of

needs

after of

exclusion /

gaps in

of

care leaver

movement to

education /

participa

at the time

a special

moving

nt

of

school

schools

and age

interview
Thomas,
15

Male

AfricanCaribbean

EBD

LACYP

both

both

Lee, 15

Male

White

EBD

no

both

both

White

Asperger

no

EBD school

moving

British

syndrome

White

Autism

British
Davina,

Female

14
Tony, 15

Male

schools
no

EBD school

British
Lorraine,

Female

14
Zamir, 16

Male

moving
schools

White

not

no

British

reported

Not

Not

reported

reported

EBD school

moving
schools

LACYP

Not reported

School age
wrongly
assessed

While the percentage of White children in the looked after population is
representative of the overall children population in England, the number of Black
and Black British children in care is three times higher than the name of the
children of the same origin in the general population (Harker, 2012).
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Additionally, as demonstrated in Figure 5:3, young people of Black and mixed
origin are overrepresented in the excluded population; as well as in the Children
in Need population and on the Child Protection Register (Owen and Statham,
2009; DfE, 2012a; NSPCC, 2012). According to the report published by the Owen
and Statham (2009), the factors at play are deprivation, poverty and isolation,
alongside the availability of adoptive parents or foster carers.

At the same time, children of Asian background are under-represented in these
populations. It has been acknowledged in the literature that the reason for this
under-representation may lie in the lack of appropriately targeted support
available for the ethnic minority families (see, for example, O’Neale, 2000;
Becher and Husain, 2003; Greene et al., 2008). Additionally, it has also been
noted that this lack of appropriate services is being exacerbated by the existence
of socio-economic and cultural barriers that prevent these families from making
contact with the relevant service providers (Becher and Husain, 2003). In
addition to this, both trends may be indirectly supported by the professionals’
practices and their underlying subjective attitudes (Owen and Statham, 2009).
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Figure 5:2 Average ethnicity disproportionality index (Owen and Statham, 2009,
p.25)

With regards to the ‘looked after’ group in this study, seven young people were
White British (around 36 per cent); two were from Afro-Caribbean background
(just over 10 per cent); two were of mixed origin (just over 10 per cent). The
figure for the children of Black/ Black British and Mixed origin is comparable with
the national statistics (respectively, 7 and 9 per cent); at the same time, the
percentage of White looked after children in the sample is only around a half of
national percentage, which is 77 per cent (DfE, 2010a; Harker, 2012). There are
several possible reasons behind the lower representation of the While
participants in this (very small) sample, including the characteristics of the
groups that took part in Aimhigher activities and the demographics of the local
area.

One young person in the group was of Pakistani origin; one young person was of
Afghani origin (Saleem). It was not possible to obtain ethnicity details for Zamir.
However, what was known is that both Saleem and Zamir came to Britain from a
different country in search for asylum; also, Zamir was fostered by a Pakistani
family. According to DfE (2010a), while the number of black unaccompanied
asylum seekers in England has been decreasing, the opposite trend was observed
for the unaccompanied asylum seekers of Asian origin; they are also
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predominantly male. Two asylum seeking children represent a relatively high
proportion of the looked after group (14 per cent), while the national statistic for
all asylum seeking children in care is around 5 per cent of all care population (2
per cent for Asian asylum seeking children).

Apart from the 14 young people who were, or had been in care, five young
people were not being looked after and lived with their families. Out of these
five, one young person (Femi) came into contact with Aimhigher during the time
of a fixed-term exclusion; at the time of the interview he was attending a
mainstream school. The other four young people were in AP, aimed at a range of
students, including those with learning disabilities, emotional and behavioural
difficulties, those excluded and school refusers. One of these young people (Lee)
reported that he had a history of school exclusion in the past. In addition to this,
two young people from a care background (Anita and Claire) had histories of
attending alternative education.

Figure 5:3 Characteristics of permanently excluded pupils in England 2009-2010
(DfE, 2012, p. 32)
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As already described earlier in this chapter, there is an evident overlap between
being in care, being excluded and having learning, emotional and behavioural
difficulties. These characteristics frequently coexist with deprivation and poverty.
As Figure 5:3 illustrates, the exclusion rate is higher for students who receive free
meals. There is also an obvious overlap with having special education needs and
ethnicity (namely, Black Caribbean origin). For example, in 2009-10, all pupils
with special education needs accounted for almost 75 per cent of all permanent
exclusions (with only half of that percentage not having FSM or being Black
Caribbean). At the same time, only 15.8 per cent of all excluded students did not
belong to SEN, FSM or Black Caribbean category (DfE, 2012a).

Accommodation
All the non-looked after participants lived with their family at the time of the
interview (five in total). They also represent the younger part of the group, aged
fourteen or fifteen years of age.

Out of the fourteen young people from care backgrounds, five young people
lived with their foster carers, the age of this group ranges from fifteen (Thomas)
to seventeen (Jodie). The majority of children in care nationally are in foster
placements; for example, in 2011 74 per cent of all looked after population were
in foster care.

Eight care leavers lived independently, with the youngest person being
seventeen years old (Anita), and the oldest being twenty years old (Arthur).
Leaving care and the associated transition into independent is associated with
many challenges for these young people. According to NCAS (2013), 15 per cent
of all looked after children have to leave their placement at the age of 16; this
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represents nine thousand care leavers. Overall, as stated by the Nationwide
Association of Fostering Providers (2012), “twice as many care leavers as other
young adults expected to move out”. Over 40 per cent of care leavers aged 19
live independently, compared to only 20 per cent of the rest of the population
aged 18-24.

All of the care leavers lived with foster carers before they started living
independently; two of them (Carl and Amelie) also mention staying in a
children’s home for a period of time. Evidence suggests that the number of
children placed in Children’s homes has been declining and constituted only 9
per cent of the whole looked after population in 2010-11 (Berridge, Biehal and
Henry, 2012).

Education
At the time of the interview the information was obtained with regards to the
young people’s education status. This was in line with one of the resilience
domains (educational attainment, see Chapter 2); as well as the young people’s
understanding of the remit of Aimhigher.

Eighteen participants were in education or had a place allocated in further or HE.
One young person who was not in education was Saleem. As an unaccompanied
asylum seeker, Saleem was awaiting the decision with regards to this status (he
was eighteen at the time of the interview). He expressed the wish to stay in the
UK, go to university and get a job. However, his plans may have been interrupted
or not realised, as there is still a proportion of young people who are refused the
leave to remain as they turn eighteen (The Children’s Society, 2008). Moreover,
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in 2008 as many as 17 per cent of all asylum seeking children were refused
asylum and not granted leave to remain (The Children’s Legal Centre, 2013).

Eight (younger) participants were going to school at the time of the interview;
most of them were at pre-GCSE stage (in Y10 or Y11) and we preparing for their
exams. Five participants were in FE; three of them were awaiting a confirmation
of their place at university. Four young people were already in HE; these were
the older participants in the group. These details are presented in Figure 5:4.

These numbers present a positive picture of the young people achieving and
getting on in the education system. Out of all the participants from care
background, three were still in compulsory education, whilst the other eleven
were in college or university. As already mentioned, only Saleem was out of
education, but reported to have attended college in the past. However, the
national statistics for the looked after population is far from positive. According
to the Poverty Site (2011), a quarter of all LACYP obtain no qualifications.
Additionally, a further quarter obtain fewer than five GCSEs or equivalent compared to less than 10 per cent of the non-looked after population. Around 30
per cent of all young people in care are not in education, employment or
training.
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Figure 5:4 Participants’ journey through education
Name and

Looked

History of

History of

Education status

Where they are

age of

after of

exclusion

gaps in

at time of

living (at time

participant

care leaver

/

education /

interview (school

of interview)

at the time

movemen

moving

/ college /

of

t to a

schools

university/ other

interview

special

not

Gaps in

University

independent

reported

education

not

moving

University

independent

reported

schools

not

not

University

independent

reported

reported

school
Carl , 19

Arthur, 20

Stephen, 20

Care leaver

Care leaver

Care leaver

Amelie, 18

Care leaver

exclusion

both

College

independent

Alexandra, 16

LACYP

not

not

College

foster

reported

reported

not

not

reported

reported

not

not

Mainstream

foster

reported

reported

school

placement

exclusion

not

Mainstream

family

reported

school

both

Applying to

Jodie, 17

Ajaz, 15

Femi, 16

Claire, 18

LACYP

LACYP

no

Care leaver

not
reported

Anita, 17

Care leaver

EBD

placement
College

Foster
placement

independent

university
both

school

College; applying
to university
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Figure 5:4 (continued) Participants’ journey through education
Name and

Looked

History of

History of

Education status

Where they are

age of

after of

exclusion

gaps in

at time of

living (at time

participant

care leaver

/

education /

interview (school

of interview)

at the time

movemen

moving

/ college /

of

t to a

schools

university/ other

interview

special

both

College; applying

school
Rowena, 18

Care leaver

not
reported

Saleem, 18

LACYP

family

to HE

not

gaps in

looking for work,

reported

education

taking a year out

independent

from college
Stephanie, 20

Thomas, 15

Lee, 15

Care leaver

LACYP

no

not

not

reported

reported

both

both

both

both

University

independent

Alternative

foster

education unit

placement

Alternative

family

education unit
Davina, 14

Tony, 15

Lorraine, 14

Zamir, 16

no

no

no

LACYP

EBD

moving

Alternative

school

schools

education unit

EBD

moving

Alternative

school

schools

education unit

EBD

moving

Alternative

school

schools

education unit

Not

School age

Mainstream

reported

wrongly

school

assessed
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family

family

family

Foster care

With regards to the non-looked after young people who were in AP, the picture
is less straightforward, as alternative education encompasses provision for pupils
with a wide range of complex needs. However, as was established earlier in this
chapter, there is an overlap with being in care, having a learning disability or
emotional and behavioural difficulties. According to DfE (2010b), despite a
gradual improvement, only 14.5 per cent of students with SEN achieved at least
five GCSEs in 2009; at the same time, the figure for non- SEN students was over
60 per cent. The trend continues as they get older: young people with SEN are
four to five times less likely to go to university in comparison with their peers
without SEN (DfE, 2010b). For the young people leaving care, 30 per cent were
in FE in 2010 and around 6 per cent of 19 year old care leavers were in HE (NCAS,
2011). This figure constitutes only 15 per cent of the overall university
population at the age of 19.

Taking part in Aimhigher activity
As already mentioned in Chapter 4, the tailored Aimhigher provision in the area
in question was delivered to at least 136 young people from care or alternative
education background during the time between 2007 and 2011. Out of this
group, 84 young people took part in activities specifically tailored around the
care provision; 52 young people participated in activities for the young people
outside mainstream education. However, as the discussion earlier in this chapter
demonstrates, this division is not straightforward, as there is a significant overlap
in categories associated with several vulnerable groups.

Although the remit of Aimhigher stretched from ages of 13 to 30, and half-way
through its existence involved work at primary level, most Aimhigher activities
were delivered around two particular transition stages in the education system.
The content and purpose of the activities was aimed at supporting academic
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transition during KS3 and KS4, which would include learners aged 13-15; and
during the post-compulsory stage (i.e. for learners aged 16-18). Out of nineteen
participants, six young people were either going through, or have just completed
their transition between KS3 and KS4. The remaining twelve, aged 17-20, had
already left school and were pursuing post-compulsory options. All participants
in the study had their first intervention when they were 13-15; for those who
took part in more than one Aimhigher activity, the second intervention occurred
around Y11, or after that. For activities organised for learners in mainstream
schools, Aimhigher interventions were generally not delivered to learners in Y11
in order not to take them away from preparation for their GCSE exams. The
practice was different with young people educated outside mainstream
education as their curriculum, content and pace of study varied. One exception
in the study is Arthur, who came into contact with Aimhigher during his postsixteen transition from foster care into living independently.

This relatively wide age distribution between participants is very helpful, as it
allows the researcher to explore, amongst other factors, both short-term, and
long-term impact of Aimhigher experience. For example, Tony, Lorraine, Davina
and Lee were interviewed just a few months after taking part in Aimhigher
activity. For others, like Femi, Anita, Alexandra and Jodie it was a matter of year,
or two years since their experience. And, finally, for the ‘older’ participants in the
group, like Carl, Amelie, Arthur, Stephen, Rowena, Saleem and Stephanie their
Aimhigher experience took them back several years. This provides a useful
distribution in time of experiences and memories, as it allows the researcher to
position the Aimhigher experience within trajectories and time frames of
different length. This variation is helpful in exploring young people’s lives in
terms of developing resilient patterns over time (as described in Chapter 2). Each
participant’s age at the interview, as well as their age at the time of taking part in
Aimhigher activity is detailed in Appendix 1 and Figure 5:4.
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At this point, it may be useful to introduce specific activities, which were
available to children looked after and outside mainstream education in that
particular area. As already outlined in Chapter 3, Aimhigher activities varied
across the country and were designed in collaboration with wider partnerships,
in order to respond to the local needs. Figure 5:5 provides description of the
events that the participants of this study took part in.
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Figure 5:5 Aimhigher activities accessed by the participants of the study
Activity

Duration

Residen
tial

Details

SS 1

3-5 days

Mostly
(may
vary)

A collaboration and local FE/ HE provider, the social
services and the young people. Designed with a view
raise the awareness and aspirations of LACYP with
regards to progression to HE. Involved a strong outdoor
element. Ran every year

3-4 days

Mostly
(may
vary)

A collaboration and local FE/ HE provider, the social
services and the young people. Designed with a view to
meet the needs of young people leaving care and to
prepare them for independent living. Involved an
outdoor element. Ran every year

3-5

Mostly
(may
vary)

Designed in collaboration with local FE/HE provider,
alternative education providers, creative contributors,
young people. Aimed at students who are disengaged
from education and are interested in creative subjects
(music, art, photography, dance, drama, poetry). Involved
an outdoor element. Ran every year

5 days

Nonresident
ial

An experimental participatory photography project,
designed with creative contributors and alternative
providers. Aimed at the young people in alternative
provision. Ran in the last year of the Aimhigher initiative,
therefore, was not repeated. Involved an outdoor
element.

3-5 days

Varied

Designed in collaboration with a number of providers,
including the LA; and the young people. Aimed
specifically at male learners of Black and Black British
origin with a view to raise their aspirations and
attainment. Ran every year

Summer
school 1

SS 2
Summer
school 2

SS3
Summer
school 3

SS4
Summer
school 4

SS5
Summer
school 5

131

Figure 5:5 (continued) Aimhigher activities accessed by the participants of the
study
Activity

Duration

Residen
tial

Details

Trip 1

5

Residen
tial

An aspirational trip, which fitted a higher aspirational
agenda. Involved a mixture of students, including LACYP.
Young people from care background were recruited with
the help of the social services. Ran once as it was tied in
with a larger event. Included various strands of follow-up
activity, one of which was ambassador work, carried out
by the young people who took part

Ambass
ador
work

Multiple

Nonresident
ial

On-going follow-up activity, which formed a part of the
legacy of the Trip 1 activity. Young people who took part
delivered aspirational talks and shared their experience
in local schools

MS 1

Multiple

Nonresident
ial

Designed in collaboration with social services in a form of
a ‘homework club’. Aimhigher ambassadors assisted
looked after children with their homework in an informal
environment

Multiple

Nonresident
ial

Delivered outside mainstream education as a part of the
national Aimhigher Associates scheme. Designed in
collaboration with alternative providers, tailored to suit
the needs of their learners

1

Nonresident
ial

Designed as a one-off activity for mainstream schools,
this event was normally a follow-up activity after a series
of events with vulnerable young people. In this particular
case, the young people spent a day on campus as a
follow-up from a series of other activities, including a
summer school. Took place whenever relevant

Mentori
ng
scheme
1
MS 2
Mentori
ng
scheme
2
Campus
visit

As Figures 5:5 and 5:6 illustrate, despite relatively small numbers of participants
from disadvantaged groups (136 took part in activities designed specifically for
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LACYP/ Alternative education), there was quite a variety of interventions
available specifically for these young people. In fact, there were 5 summer
schools, two mentoring schemes and three other types of activity, designed and
delivered in collaboration with other providers. Such varied provision supports
the discussion around flexibility of funding and direction of provision in Chapter
3. Similarly, it echoes some of the professionals’ accounts around this flexibility
(Chapter 7). At the same time, as mentioned in Chapter 3, evidence was found to
suggest that other partnerships ran similarly unique and tailored interventions in
their areas. It is disappointing that the mechanisms behind these interventions,
including collaborative work and the potential impact on the young people, have
not been captured in research.
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Figure 5:6 Participation in Aimhigher activity
Name and
age of
participant

Gender

Looked
after of
care
leaver
at the
time of
intervie
w

History of
exclusion
and /or
movemen
t to a
special
school

Agency
that
referred
them to
AH

Age at
the
time of
taking
part in
Aimhigh
er
activity

Activity
1
(around
KS 3-4)

Activity 2
(KS 3-4, 45)

Carl , 19

Male

Care
leaver

not
reported

Social
services

16,17

SS 1

SS 2

Arthur, 20

Male

Care
leaver

not
reported

Social
services

18

SS 2

n/a

Stephen,
20

Male

Care
leaver

not
reported

Social
services

16, 17,
18

SS 1

Trip 1

Amelie, 18

Female

Care
leaver

exclusion

Social
services

14, 15

SS 1

SS 2

Alexandra,
16

Female

LACYP

not
reported

Social
services

15

SS 1

n/a

Jodie, 17

Female

LACYP

not
reported

Social
services

15

SS 1

n/a

Ajaz, 15

Male

LACYP

not
reported

Social
services

15

SS 1

n/a

Femi, 16

Male

no

exclusion

PRU

15

SS 3

SS 5

Claire, 18

Female

Care
leaver

not
reported

Alternativ
e provider

16

MS 2

Campus
visit

Anita, 17

Female

Care
leaver

EBD
school

Social
services,
Alternativ
e provider

14,15

MS 1 ,

SS 3

SS 1

Rowena, 18

Female

Care
leaver

not
reported

social
services

17

SS 1

n/a

Saleem, 18

Male

LACYP

not
reported

Social
services

16

SS 1

n/a
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Figure 5:6 (continued) Participation in Aimhigher activity
Name and
age of
participant

Gender

Looked
after of
care
leaver
at the
time of
intervie
w

History of
exclusion
and /or
movemen
t to a
special
school

Agency
that
referred
them to
AH

Age at
the
time of
taking
part in
Aimhigh
er
activity

Activity
1
(around
KS 3-4)

Activity 2
(KS 3-4, 45)

Stephanie,
20

Female

Care
leaver

not
reported

Social
services

17

Trip 1

ambassad
orial work

Thomas, 15

Male

LACYP

both

Social
services,
Alternativ
e provider

15

SS 1

SS 4

Lee, 15

Male

no

both

Alternativ
e provider

14

SS 4

Campus
visit

Davina, 14

Female

no

EBD
school

Alternativ
e provider

14

SS 4

Campus
visit

Tony, 15

Male

no

EBD
school

Alternativ
e provider

14

SS 4

Campus
visit

Lorraine,
14

Female

no

EBD
school

Alternativ
e provider

14

SS 4

Campus
visit

Zamir, 16

Male

LACYP

Not
reported

Social
services

14

SS 1

n/a

It has also been mentioned in Chapter 3, that accessing Aimhigher provision, as
well as other developmental opportunities can be more difficult for the young
people looked after and outside mainstream education. Indeed, all the
participants of this study took part in Aimhigher activity as a result of direct
contact between Aimhigher staff and the gate keepers in the social services or
local centres of alternative education. As shown in Figure 5:6, eight young people
took part in LACYP-specific activity as a result of being referred by a social
worker, whereas six young people were referred by staff in their (alternative)
place of education, for an activity, specifically designed for students in similar
circumstances. Interestingly, the remaining two, Anita and Thomas, had been
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approached by both social services and their teachers, thus engaging in two
‘types’ of interventions. It is also significant as Anita and Thomas were not the
only young people in the group representing both the ‘looked after’ and the
‘educated outside mainstream’ populations.

All of these young people took part in at least one Aimhigher activity: for most of
them (16), it was a summer school, designed around the needs of either children
in or leaving care, or children in AP. Ten young people took part in a summer
school SS 1 (designed for looked after children). Three of them (Carl, Amelie,
Alexandra) then went on to another summer school (SS 2) which focused on
transition from care onto independence. Arthur also took part in SS 2, although
for him this was his first encounter with Aimhigher.

Two girls, both from care and alternative education background, took part in a
mentoring scheme. Anita took part in a mentoring scheme MS 1, designed to
boost attainment of LACYP in a form of an informal ‘homework club’. Claire took
part in a mentoring scheme MS 2, which was aimed at raising awareness and
aspirations of young people who were placed outside mainstream education.
The table also captures activity which can be described in terms of relational
agency (Edwards and McKenzie, 2005), whereby the participants took part in
activities aimed at supporting other young people. Stephanie took part in
ambassadorial work after she went on an aspirational trip with Aimhigher. The
ambassadorial work was carried out in local schools and colleges, where
Stephanie and other young people delivered aspirational talks to young people
and staff.

For some of these young people, the follow-up involvement went beyond being a
part of the Aimhigher intervention. Three young people (Carl, Stephen and Anita)
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assisted Aimhigher staff in developing and designing activities for vulnerable
groups (summer schools SS1, SS2, SS3, SS4, SS5). All three also worked as
facilitators at several summer schools.

Professionals interviewed
As already mentioned, the access to the young people was gained through the
gate keeping organisations. These organisations were instrumental in creating
collaborative provision and recruiting the young people for Aimhigher activities
aimed at vulnerable young people. Several professionals from these
organisations agreed to take part in the research. As illustrated in Figure 5:7,
nine professionals were interviewed. All of these professionals played a role in
selecting young people for Aimhigher activities; additionally, all of them
attended or took part in at least one Aimhigher activity. Each of these
practitioners knew at least one person interviewed for this study. Therefore,
overall they had knowledge both of the Aimhigher initiative and the way the
young people engage with it; as well as something of the impact it may have had
on the participants of this research.

Two professionals, John and Sarah, represent the LA: John was a social worker
and Sarah was employed as a Virtual Head. The other seven participants were
employed by three different alternative education providers in a teachingrelated capacity. Sandra worked for a PRU; Samantha worked for a charitable
organisation that supported disadvantaged young people. Becky, Michael, Kevin
and Anne worked for an alternative education school for learners with EBD
issues, including school refusers. Their organisation was not directly funded by
the LA.
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Figure 5:7 Professionals interviewed for the study
Name

Field of work

Referred

Attended

Knows

young

Aimhigher

young

people for

activity

people in

Aimhigher

the

intervention

sample

John

Local Authority (social worker)

Yes

Yes

Yes

Sarah

Local authority (Virtual Head)

Yes

Yes

Yes

Anne

School for pupils with EBD

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

(teaching staff)
Kevin

School for pupils with EBD
(teaching staff)

Sandra

Pupil referral unit (Teaching
staff)

Becky

School for pupils with EBD
(teaching staff)

Michael

School for pupils with EBD
(teaching staff)

Kate

School for pupils with EBD
(teaching staff)

Samantha

Alternative education provider
(a charity) for disadvantaged
young people

As shown in Figure 5:7, there is diversity in the background and characteristics of
the practitioners, who took part in the study. They represent different
organisations and were employed in different capacities. This variety is helpful
for two reasons. It serves as an example of collaborative partnership work that
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went on in local Aimhigher areas. Additionally, the fact that these practitioners
took part in Aimhigher activity and knew some of the young people in the study
adds extra value to the findings.

Conclusion
This chapter focused on the characteristics of the participants of this study.
Although this was not a random sample, it is still important to understand how
the characteristics of these young people can be related to the overall
population of the young people in care and in alternative education.

The statistical data that underpins the discussion demonstrates that the sample
is reasonably representative of the overall population of children placed in care
and outside mainstream education. The link between poverty, disadvantage,
special education needs and ethnicity with regards to the sample has also been
explored. Overall, several young people have histories of both care and
exclusion; several young people have SEN or EBD. Several young people had gaps
in education. Two young people in the looked after group came to the UK in
search of asylum.

Despite these challenges, however, it seems that the young people in the sample
are doing very well in terms of their education. With all but one of them being in
compulsory, further or HE, at the time of the interview, the group definitely
‘beats the trend’. The exception is one eighteen-year-old young person, who was
waiting for the decision on his status as an asylum seeker. Otherwise, he showed
clear aspirations with regards to having qualifications and a career. Of course,
the fact that a large proportion of the sample were in further and HE may be
linked to a number of reasons. It is useful to remember that certain selection
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criteria had been used by the gate keepers, when they were referring them for
Aimhigher participation. Additionally, this may be linked to the characteristics of
the young people who self-selected themselves for taking part in this study. At
the same time, however, it has been acknowledged in literature that
disadvantaged young people have high aspirations, but are often prevented from
realising them (Creegan, 2008; NCAS, 2010). Therefore, it is argued, that with the
appropriate and consistent support each of these young people can achieve; this
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8.

In addition to the characteristics of the young people, details of the professionals
participating in the study are also presented. Overall, nine practitioners
represent several different organisations that were a part of the local Aimhigher
collaborative provision. The fact that all of these practitioners attended
Aimhigher activities and knew some of the young people in the sample adds
value to the data.

This chapter also presents an overview of the Aimhigher activities these young
people took part in, the range of the activities and the channels through which
they were able to access these activities. As mentioned previously in Chapter 3,
the access to these interventions was very much determined by the type and
level of collaboration between Aimhigher and the gate keepers; additionally,
professional judgement of the gate keepers also played a part. Over the period
of time between 2007 and 2011, 136 young people participated in projects
tailored to the needs of those looked after and outside mainstream education.
For such a relatively small number of participants over four years, 10 different
types of tailored activity were available in the local area in question.
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Some of the elements of these activities echo the examples of provision for
disadvantaged learners, designed by other areas, described in Chapter 3. It is,
perhaps, rather disappointing, that this provision has not been explored in terms
of collaborative links that supported it, its mechanisms or impact on the young
people. Chapter 7 seeks to address this gap. First, however, Chapter 6 focuses on
the participants’ journeys and transitions through life, with the particular focus
on the care and the education system.
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6 Changes and challenges

Introduction
As outlined in Chapter 1, this study sets out to establish whether participation in
Aimhigher activity had a role to play in contributing to resilience building in
young people in care and alternative education. Before this can be done, it is
important to determine whether there has been a change of any kind in the
participants or their lives, and to explore the meanings of this change in relation
to resilience domains. ‘Change’ simply signifies a different state of something or
someone; however, in order for that change to manifest as a state, change as a
process should have occurred beforehand. Change is, therefore, not a one-off
event, but something that happens over time. Moreover, the participant’s
awareness of this change (and degree of change) may emerge gradually. It is
important to recognise that this study captures the change as it is perceived by
the individual at a specific moment in time.

It is useful to distinguish different changes that take place in the lives of young
people. Firstly, change is a part of everyday life, including the process of growing
up and simply living, such as moving house, changing friendships or taking part in
new activities. Secondly, for most teenagers in the United Kingdom, some events
and experiences are a part of a ‘normal’ transition through adolescence, with
emotional, social and psychological elements. This relates to such experiences as
preparing for and passing one’s GCSE exams, going to college or university or
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finding a job (Coleman, 2011). Thirdly, there are certain milestones that exist as
a part of the process, ‘structured’ around the young people in the study. These
include being placed into care, moving into post-16 care-related support, moving
into independent living, leaving care, leaving, or reuniting with one’s family,
being excluded or moved to alternative education as a result of a stressful
experience in the mainstream education system.

In reality, of course, these experiences and events are not stand-alone incidents:
they take place simultaneously and interact with each other. Experiences at
home influence experiences at school, and vice versa; both have an impact on
the young person’s thoughts and actions, which in turn have a further effect on
the young person’s interactions with their environment. These dynamic
processes can be presented as strands of change within external structures, such
as education and care system, family and peer group environments; and internal
domains, such as young people’s individual characteristics.

This chapter explores the perceived individual change reported by the young
people and other strands of events and processes that contributed to this change
within a set time frame. Young people’s impressions of themselves and their lives
at the time of the interview are compared with their reflections on their past.
Additionally, their life trajectories within the time frame are analysed, including
transitions through the care and education system, dynamic relationships with
foster carers, family members and peers. Finally, the chapter explores the often
unseen aspect of these often turbulent journeys - emotional meanings that the
participants attach to events and processes in their lives.
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Young people’s perceptions of themselves
Although change occurs over time, a useful way to frame the exploration is to
establish the ‘before’ and ‘after’ points, and compare one’s state at those points.
The framed period in question was set up loosely between the time before
Aimhigher participation (within approximately two years) and the time of the
interview. As all interviews took place after the young person participated in
Aimhigher activity, the time of the interview also meant the time after Aimhigher
participation. As a part of the exploration of the change, the participants were
invited to describe themselves in at least three words retrospectively, at the time
before Aimhigher, and, similarly, at the time of the interview. These responses
were used as snapshots to frame the period of time in question and as a starting
point for understanding the nature of that change.

The words the young people choose to use in response to this question present a
rather encouraging image of young people who have become more positive
about themselves, their lives and their future. These words are also,
interestingly, are mostly personality-related, including descriptions of
emotionality, attitude and temperament. As Figure 6:1 demonstrates, the
participants see themselves as less “shy”, “more confident”, “happy”,
“outgoing”. This seems true for both older participants, like 20-year old Arthur,
19-year old Carl and Stephen, 18-year old Amelie, 16-year old Femi, as well as
Thomas, Davina, and Lorraine who were fourteen years old. It would be naive, of
course, to attribute these changes to Aimhigher alone. Nevertheless,
identification of such positive change is significant, in the light of the evidence
attesting to poor outcomes for this group (Creegan, 2008; Brodie, 2009; DfE,
2011; Martin and White, 2012).
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Figure 6:1 Young people’s descriptions of themselves before Aimhigher
experience and around the time of interview

Before Aimhigher experience

Around the time of interview

Really quiet and shy, really nervous

More confident, more aware of what I need to
do, not sure…

Shy
Shy, quiet, scared
Young
Slightly deluded, confident, very
interested by things, adventurous
Calm, kind, keep myself to myself
Funny, clever, mischievous, bored
Emotional
Miserable, lonely, fed up
Boisterous, did not know what to expect
of myself
Angry
Really quiet and shy, really nervous
Shy, quiet, scared of doing new things
Rude, aggressive, emotional
Hot headed, outspoken, arguments,
'built up'
Shy, quiet, want to do things and take
up new challenges but a bit scared

Changed now... Age difference, still developing.
Same but different, now 100% strong
Confident, but not overconfident, very happy
now
Over-think, [still] self-absorbed, but not by
choice. Career-motivated
Want to be involved more, don't want to be in
the corner
Confident, tall, handsome, aware, talented,
kind, thoughtful, caring, loud, ball of energy
Focussed, exciting, fun
Cheerful, mental, happy, deluded, hyper
A little more smarter, the road is a bit clearer
ahead, a bit more funny
Comfortable, developing
Normal person, not rude, acceptable
Outgoing, loud, caring
Happy, fun
Happy, confident, still a bit hot-headed,
mature, focussed
Definitely more outgoing
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It is worth bearing in mind that these changes had taken place over varying
periods of time. For example, the participants aged 18-20 took part in Aimhigher
activities when they were 14-16 and are reflecting on the last 3-5 years of their
lives. In comparison, young people who were 16-18 year old had slightly shorter
time scale to go back to; those aged 14-16 were referring to an even shorter
period of time. This said, the length of time is not necessarily an indication of
how eventful (either in a negative or a positive sense) their lives had been during
that time.

A quick glance at the Figure 6:1 reveals that certain words were used more than
others; for example, such words as “shy”, “nervous”, quiet”, scared” in the
retrospective descriptions of self; and “happy” and confident” for the current
perceptions of self. Interestingly, the word “more” was used several times in the
descriptions of current self. Clearly there are difficulties associated with the
analysis of use of individual words, but it is interesting to consider this data as an
element in the overall analysis. These word frequencies become more apparent
in the graphic representation of data, as shown in Figures 6:2 and 6:3, where the
size of the words increases with the frequency of their use. For example, when
the young people reflect on their past selves, the word “shy” is used six times,
“quiet”- five times, “scared” - three times and so on. Additionally, the word
“really” is used in combination with the words “shy”, “quiet”, “nervous”
(Appendix 4 provides further details of word frequencies). In comparison,
perceptions of self around the time of interview feature such adjectives as
“confident” and “happy” are used four times each, followed by “outgoing”,
“focused”, “developing” (further details in Appendix 4).

Again, in this case, the word “more” is used five times, each time next to an
adjective such as “confident”, “aware”, “involved”. Despite the fact that this is a
relatively small group of participants, the change in the way young people
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perceive themselves is evident. Interestingly, a recent study into meanings of
young people’s descriptions of self (Fagan, Simmons and Nash, 2012) suggests a
connection between words such as “happy”, “comfortable” and a clear sense of
direction with confidence and resilience building, which participants perceived as
a journey rather than single events. The authors also highlight the nature of
these words as being very much intrinsic, individual-centred and less outwardorientated.
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Figure 6:2 Young people’s descriptions of past self: infographic representation of
word frequencies

Figure 6:3 Young people’s descriptions of current self: infographic representation
of word frequencies
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Alongside this quick snapshot of the participants’ perceptions of themselves at
two different points, the young people were also asked to score various aspects
of their lives, using the same time frame. As the key theme of this study is
resilience, these aspects were broken down into several key domains, such as
participants’ internal characteristics, family-related context and external
environments, including school, peer groups and social care support. The
participants gave higher scores to most resilience domains around the time of
the interview. As shown in Figure 6:4, the only score that is lower compared to
the past is the domain of school support: this is mainly due to the answers of the
older participants who left school by then and were in HE or FE. Although this
may not be necessarily helpful for these young people, this can be explained by a
different nature of the way colleges and universities operate in comparison to
compulsory education (such as, greater emphasis on the learner independence).
This said, other education-related scores (school expectations and attainment)
show significant increase. Overall, the highest scored are, in fact, for the internal
domains, such as social competence, own expectations of self and self
awareness.
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Figure 6:4 Average scores of resilience domains (past and present)
Domain

Past

Present

Difference

Attainment

6.4

8.3

1.9

Expectations of school staff

6.9

8.2

1.3

Support from school staff

8

7.8

-0.2

Expectations of family / foster carers

6.3

7.3

1

Support from family / foster carers

7.5

8.3

0.8

Close friendships

7.2

8.3

0.8

New opportunities

6.3

8

1.7

Supportive adult

8.1

8.3

0.2

Social competence

5.4

8.1

2.7

Own expectations of self

5

8.6

3.6

Goals and aspirations

5.7

8.4

2.7

Self-awareness

6.3

8

2.3

Self-efficacy

6

6.1

0.1

Again, although the results in Figure 6:4 present a positive picture, they may be
interpreted as yet another snapshot of certain points in young people’s lives.
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Moreover, these results are the average scores for a small sample of nineteen
people. To understand the process in between these points, it is important to
explore in detail the way their trajectories were shaped and the supporting or
the hindering factors that existed along the way. It is also vital to remember here
about the subjectivity of individual perceptions and complex interconnections
between internal and external factors. For example, the reason behind a higher
score for the new opportunities domain may be due to either presence of more
opportunities or one’s willingness to engage in them. Environmental factors
(including school- and care-related experiences) and family-related factors are
discussed in this chapter.

The cumulative impact and meaning of these journeys in combination with the
scores is discussed in Chapter 8 in more detail.

Change as a journey
Young people’s narratives point to several transitions that make up their journey
up to the point of the interview. During the research time frame the nineteen
participants made transitions through the education and care system, some into independent living and some - into adulthood. In addition to the transition
through time, they have also moved, geographically.

The majority of participants of the study had to move home - namely, fourteen
out of nineteen participants speak about moving house at least once. Out of the
fourteen, thirteen young people have had care experience. Most of the thirteen
report moving several times. This is not a surprising finding as frequent
movement and associated challenges is a well documented feature of the lives of
looked after children and young people (Social Work Inspection Agency, 2006;
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Brodie, 2009). The reasons for moving are varied: moving when taken into care
and at a point of reuniting with a family or family member; moving from
children’s home to a foster placement and vice versa; moving between foster
placements. Some young people also had to move with foster carers or between
family homes.

Five young people who did not come from a care background (Femi, Lee, Davina,
Tony and Lorraine) had their own share of instability and movement: Femi
moved from a mainstream school to a PRU (following the death of a close family
member) and then back (at the time of the interview he was back at his
mainstream school). Lee, Davina, Tony and Lorraine went through what they
reported as a stressful transition from mainstream into alternative education.
Disruption is, therefore, a key element in the lives of all members of the sample.
These examples also serve to demonstrate the fine line that exists between
young people in care and a wider group of young people who are socially and
educationally vulnerable (Boddy et al., 2009).

The stress associated with moving house is well known, involving other
disruptions such as separation from the established support networks and having
to create new ones. This includes losing friendships and getting out of touch with
other important people in a child’s life; it also often involves changing schools.
Moving therefore does not constitute one factor, but rather, a multitude of
factors that are linked to the physical event of moving. Arthur (whose story
echoes others’ accounts) reflects on his reactions when his foster carers decided
to move house - he was very opposed to this change as he was very keen to keep
his group of friends. Arthur chose to commute across the county for nine months
in order to stay in the same school, with his friends:
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“I was comfortable where I was living, and that had a big impact, how
happy I was. And then when we moved I made a big fuss about it. I was so
comfortable; I did not want to give it up”.

Transitions through care
Instability and movement are often an inseparable part of being a looked after
child. Care is not a fixed, permanent status and those who enter care as
adolescents may have experienced prior episodes of care (DfE, 2011). For many,
the instability continues, whilst in care: changing foster placements, changing
social workers, moving schools, loosing friends, having to “fit in”, leaving care - a
combination of these factors have been experienced by the young people in the
study.

As this was not a part of the investigation, no questions were asked about going
into care. However, there is one story, told by Zamir’s carer. It is relevant here as
it highlights how a wrong decision made by the services can affect a young
person for years to come. At the point of being placed into care Zamir’s age was
wrongly assessed, which resulted in him joining a group of younger children in
primary school. However, when this mistake was discovered, and the young
person was transferred into his age group, he suddenly found himself in Year 9
instead of Year 6. Needless to say, the impact of these events on Zamir’s
confidence was devastating. Age assessment on entry is a problematic issue for
asylum seeking children. Apart from the effect this error has had on Zamir’s
academic development and psychological wellbeing, it determines his eligibility
for support as well as the agency that’s responsible for providing this support
(Mitchell, 2003). Despite a heated political debate around this issue, there is
evidence that age assessment practices vary greatly from LA to LA due to a
number of constraints, which has an impact on the way these children’s needs
are met (Kvittingen, 2010).

153

Figure 6:5 Details of young people’s transitions through care
Name and
age of
participant

Place of
residence at
time of
interview

No of moves of place of
residence (within the set
time frame)

Experience
of Children’s
home

Number of
known foster
care
placements

Carl , 19

Independent

At least 3 (children’s home foster care - independent)

Yes

At least one

Arthur, 20

Independent

At least twice – with foster
carers; into independence

Not reported

At least one

Stephen,
20

Independent

Not reported

Not reported

At least one

Amelie, 18

Independent

Yes

At least one

Alexandra,
16

Foster
placement

At least three (children’s
home - foster care –
independent)
Not reported

Not reported

At least one
(long-term)

Jodie, 17

Foster
placement

Not reported

Not reported

At least one
(long-term)

Ajaz, 15

Foster
placement

Not reported

Not reported

At least one

Claire, 18

Independent

Not reported

At least one

Anita, 17

Independent

Multiple times (into kinship
care; back to home town –
“at the time I living
everywhere” – independent
living)
Multiple moves between
foster care placements and in
independent living

Not reported

Many

Rowena,
18

Family

At least three (two foster
placements; family)

Not reported

At least two

Saleem, 18

Independent

Not reported

At least one

Stephanie,
20

Independent

Came to the UK at 14;
Foster placement;
independent)
At least two (foster
placement and independent)

Not reported

At least one
(long-term)
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Figure 6:5 (continued) Details of young people’s transitions through care
Name and
age of
participant

Place of
residence at
time of
interview

No of moves of place of
residence (within the set
time frame)

Experience
of Children’s
home

Number of
known foster
care
placements

Thomas, 15

Foster
placement

At least once (foster care)

Not reported

Lee, 15

Family

At least once

N/a

N/a

Zamir, 16

Foster care

Came to the UK at a young
age;

Not reported

At least one

At least one

Foster placement

Although the topic of going into care did not feature in the stories of other young
people, they spoke at length about leaving care, support (or lack thereof) they
received from social services, relationship with foster carers and the way being
looked after makes them feel. Moving between care placements is a prominent
factor in many accounts. For example, Rowena, Claire and Anita - all care leavers
- had to move to a different city in their early teens. This resulted in gaps in
education, losing vital connections and support network; all this caused a lot of
stress to the girls and affected their attainment as well as emotional wellbeing.
Anita talks about the feeling of restlessness that followed her everywhere she
moved. The girls talk about the sense of relief and being settled down when they
are able to come back to their home town.

For every care leaver, moving is a part of going into independent living. Going to
live on your own at the age of sixteen is hard for any teenager and is associated
with poor outcomes (Stein, 2004; 2005). As detailed in Figure 6:5, eight out of
the thirteen participants had moved out of foster care and were living
independently at the time of the interview. All of the eight - Carl, Arthur,
Stephen, Amelie, Claire, Anita, Saleem and Stephanie - started living on their own
once they turned sixteen. Most young people found it stressful - even those
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whose experience of children’s homes and foster care were not necessarily
positive (Carl, Anita, Claire, Rowena). Carl, Arthur and Amelie admit to having no
independent skills at the point of moving out into their own accommodation.
Lack of preparation for such a big step is not the only issue around leaving care.
Research into leaving care highlights financial worries and decreased level of
support from social services (both practical and emotional) at the time when it is
most needed are the other two key features for care leavers (Harris, 2009). For
example, Arthur had to work at a factory in order to support himself financially;
he found it very difficult at the time - although it also gave him financial freedom.
Anita remembers having no contact with her social worker for weeks when she
turned sixteen and moved to another place to go to college.

Despite these difficulties, at the point of the interview all of them seemed settled
and relatively happy about living on their own. In particular, the young people
appreciate the freedom that it provides - being able to “do whatever you want”,
“go wherever you want” and “have your own key”. Also, for some of them,
independent living was actually a step towards stability, for example, Claire:
having moved back from another town, she was “was living everywhere” until
social services moved her into her own place. Another young person living
independently at the time of the interview is eighteen-year-old Saleem, who
moved to the UK on his own at the age of 14 and has lived in the local town for a
year. In what seemed to be a composed, relaxed manner, Saleem reflects on his
journey:
“Life was ok actually… Sometimes difficult… No family here… Alone in the
house... “.

Saleem is brief with words; reasons for this ‘thinness’ of his narrative may be
many. It has been documented that the way refugee and asylum seeking children
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tell their life story will vary depending on the circumstances and the audience; it
can also be a part of coping strategy (Kohli, 2006). Saleem stated that he liked
the town and was hoping to stay there - he had plans to go to college and find a
job. Although Saleem’s legal status was not clarified, it is very possible that his
fate was being decided at that time - and that there was another long journey
ahead of him. The uncertainties that surround the lives of young people who
come to the UK in the search of asylum are well documented: they do not stop
beyond acquiring citizenship and present and present a great “test of resilience”
for many (Kohli, 2001).

Two groups of people play a key role in supporting young people’s transition
through care: social workers and foster carers. Relationships with carers in
particular have been identified in research as highly significant in terms of young
people’s overall outcomes (Martin and Jackson, 2002; DfE, 2011). With regards
to their relationships with the care professionals, young people’s stories vary.

As detailed in Figure 6:5, all of the fourteen young people from care background
had been placed in foster care at least for a short period of time. For some of
them, foster care provided a stable, supportive environment that helped them
grow and develop. For others, however, their journey through care has been
interrupted by frequent moves from one placement to another. Three girls in the
group, Alexandra, Stephanie and Jodie had the same foster placement and speak
very positively about their foster carers. All three named their foster carers when
asked to name a supportive adult in their lives. Jodie admits that her progressing
on to college is
“…Down to the fact that my foster parents pushed me. If it wasn’t for
them I don’t know where I’d be…”
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Similarly, Stephanie’s foster carers “taught me right from wrong”; Alexandra
describes her foster carer as “really supportive… and it helps”. These accounts
reinforce the importance of secure and nurturing role that the foster carers play
in young people’s lives (Furnivall, 2011). It is not known whether these
relationships carried on post-research or post-care. Positive relationships with
foster carers can bring stability into a chaotic life of a looked after child: both
Amelie and Carl found themselves much more settled once they left Children’s
home and moved into foster care. Amelie found her foster carers
“…Protective and more direct. It made me more stable, a family
environment; they showed me what’s right and wrong”.
Likewise, Arthur and Stephen described their carers as “supportive” and
“encouraging”, which, as they recall, had a positive impact on their self-belief
and their progress at school.

However, not all young people could say the same about their placement
experiences. Rowena and Claire recall their foster carers being “strict”; this may
have helped them get through school, but failed to support the girls in other
ways:
“It wasn’t really support... It was more like, you really need to do your
homework now... Wasn’t anything major”.
(Rowena)
“My foster parents were really strict…I was not allowed to do anything,
like, socialising...I only had a friend over once from school...They never...
If you are not happy in all areas you don’t... so academically yes, but
socially no…”
(Claire)
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What comes through, therefore, is that there is no single one perception of
change, or indeed, of care. These stories also highlight further the complex role
that foster carers play in the young people’s lives. Apart from stability and secure
base, young people also need to experience friendship and a sense of belonging
(Howe et al., 1999; Sinclair, 2005). It is clear from Rowena’s and Claire’s
interviews that supporting young people emotionally is not always a part of
providing a nurturing family-like environment for looked after children.

Lack of emotional support was not the only difficulty in Claire’s life. Claire had
multiple moves in a time span of several years; as a part of these movements,
she was placed in kinship care in a different town, had a six month break from
education and lost contact with her friends:
“It felt like they dumped me… I lost contact with everybody. Stuck in my
own little world, didn’t have anyone encouraging me… doing nothing
every day. People around me would be doing the same… I felt like I could
not get anywhere, stuff like this is forever now”
A turning point for Claire was being able to move back to the town she grew up
in. However, it took some time for to be able to settle down.

Similarly, Anita moved into independent living at sixteen; this followed a
multitude of moves from placement to placement, none of which brought about
positive experiences. She found living with foster carers restrictive, this made her
feel like she was just a “foster child”. A high achiever, praised at school, she
found no support at foster placements and felt alienated in that environment:
“Foster family where you can speak better than a lot of the other kids
there, it’s almost illusion... You think: if this is my world... this is the world
you are currently in”.
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Anita’s stressful experience highlights the responsibility of the corporate parent
to provide children and young people with secure and stable environments. This
stability should not only refer to the physical aspects of being looked after - it
should, very importantly, also include psychological and emotional support.
Recent research points to difficulties around finding an appropriate placement
for foster children; shortage of placements often results in mismatched
provision, which causes more instability and further movement (Norgate et al.,
2012) At the same time, evidence suggests that foster carers do not feel
supported by the services in their efforts to provide best care for the children
(DfE, 2009).

Social workers are a key point of contact from initial assessments to finding
placements, from regular advice and guidance to leaving care and beyond. Some
of the participants were very positive about their social workers and the support
they provide – interesting given that research has found social workers to be less
important to young people than carers or teachers (see, for example, Harker et
al, 2004). Amelie, Stephen and Stephanie refer to the positive supportive
relationship they had with their social worker when they moved into the Sixteen
Plus care provision. For other young people, however, this was not the case.
Rowena and Anita did not see much support from their social workers:
“When I left to go to college, I didn’t see my social worker for weeks… I
was very isolated”
(Anita)
“My social workers weren’t really interested”
(Rowena)
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Similarly, Claire felt “dumped” by the social services when she was moved into
kinship care; she recalls not having any contact for months.

These less positive reflections on the quality of social care do not match the
views of the two social services professionals interviewed for this study. Both
John and Sarah demonstrate broad understanding of young people’s needs and
the commitment to meeting them. John’s view is also that the young people
have a support network of professionals around them, including social workers
and Connexions. Both Sarah and John were instrumental in referring young
people for Aimhigher interventions; they also observed and attended several
activities. There is, however, clearly a variation in the level and quality of support
available to young people in and after care. The accounts of Sarah and John may,
therefore, illustrate the fact that appropriate support is possible, but is not
always provided on a consistent basis.

While it is not always possible to know the reasons for each particular case, there
is some strong evidence that recent public cuts have had a dramatic impact on
the work of social services, and therefore, provision for vulnerable groups.
According to a recent report published by The British Association of Social
Workers and Social Workers Union (2012), social workers face (and have been
facing for a while) unrealistic pressures due to a combination of the increasing
administrative and case load for the social workers as a result of public cuts and
ever-high numbers of young people being placed in public care.

The recent changes in the social services landscape are affecting further the
already scarce developmental opportunities that are available to looked after
children and care leavers. As Sarah (VSH) points out,
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“These young people have limited experiences, especially the LAC kids…
They need every chance they can get... ”.
Sarah’s words reflect the messages in policy, that stress the importance of
helping children in care to “reach their potential”, “develop their talents and
skills”, which will enhance their transition into adulthood (DfES, 2007, p.5).
However, as the stories of the research participants demonstrate, their reality is
too often one of “truncated opportunities” (Creegan, 2008, p.1), which seem to
continue the pattern of deprivation and disadvantage.

Transitions through education
For any young person, educated in or outside the mainstream setting, schooling
represents a major part of their life, impacting on their skills development as well
as set of values, identity and self-image in terms of success and failure. For young
people who come from care and alternative education background the prospects
of going on to HE or having a successful careers are bleaker than for other young
people who did not suffer similar setbacks (Soan, 2010). On ground level, the
issues for practitioners can be summarised in the words of Sarah, a social
services professional:
“Exams and attendance for looked after children, that’s our whole focus”.
Indeed, exams and attendance are vital components of succeeding academically;
however, it is important to understand the factors that promote, or inhibit
achievement in vulnerable young people.

At the time of the interview the vast majority of the young people were in
education, or planning to go on to the next stage of their learning journey. Four
of the nineteen participants were in HE (Stephanie, Arthur, Stephen and Carl).
Five young people were in FE: Amelie, Alexandra and Jodie were doing a course
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at college; so were Anita and Rowena (they were also in a process of applying for
a place at university). Claire was in the process of applying for a university course
after having finished her qualifications in an alternative education placement.
Proportionately, this number is greater than that found in the general population
of looked after children, with official statistics indicating that at the time of
writing around 7 per cent of these young people go on to HE (DfE, 2012).

Eight young people were either in compulsory education. Three of them (Femi,
Ajaz and Zamir) were in a mainstream school. Femi was back at his school after
spending some time in a PRU; he was speaking about going to college and
applying to university when he is older. Thomas, Davina, Lee, Tony and Lorraine
are working towards their GCSEs in AP. In fact, Saleem was the only young
person in the group who did not have anything confirmed at that point; he was
hoping to get into college if he is granted the right to remain in the UK.

Overall, this looks like a picture of young people making successful transitions
through the education system. Indeed, this is a very positive finding. However, it
is equally, if not more important to acknowledge their journey up to this point.
Alongside movements in time and space the young people’s trajectories through
education were of somewhat disjointed, often ‘zigzagged’ nature. This makes
their success in managing such transitions even more striking. Transition
through education is ridden with difficulties for many children and young people
who come from care background. Low rates of achievement and progression for
this group are well documented; the reasons are multiple and complex, including
family breakdown, blocked access to opportunities and social mobility and
insufficient provision of statutory support (Berridge, 2007; Brodie, 2009).
Similarly, for those who end up excluded or moved out of a mainstream school,
interaction with the school environment is full of challenges and
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disappointments. Their experiences featured gaps in education caused by
movement or unsupported transition; lack of understanding of their needs and
therefore lack of professional support; lack of emotional support in the times
most difficult. Getting “kicked out” or having to be “removed” is a stand-alone
event that usually follows a chain of stressful events (Brodie, 2001). It also leads
to other, often no less stressful experiences, such as getting used to new
environment and peer group, catching up with education after a gap in provision
and continuing to deal with the stigma of not being “normal” (Brown, 2007;
Kendall et al., 2007; Young Minds, 2010).

As detailed in Figure 6:6, ten young people in the sample had to move, or to be
moved from one school to another; three of them (Amelie, Femi and Lee) were
at some point excluded from school. For Femi and Amelie, the exclusion followed
death of a close family member. Amelie remembers how she was “angry with the
whole world” when she was “kicked out of school”.
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Figure 6:6 Details of young people’s movements through the education system
Name and
age of
participant

Education
at time of
interview

Special
needs

History of
gaps in
education or
moving
schools
Gaps in
education

Number of moves
between schools
(including exclusion
and reintegration)

not
reported

History of
exclusion or
movement
to a special
school
not
reported

Carl , 19

University

Arthur, 20

University

not
reported

not
reported

moving
schools

At least once

Stephen,
20

University

not
reported

not reported

Not reported

Amelie, 18

College

Young
person
suspects
dyslexia
not
reported

exclusion

both

Alexandra,
16

College

not
reported

not
reported

not reported

At least twice
(exclusion;
movement within
alternative
provision)
Not reported

Jodie, 17

College

Not reported

Mainstrea
m school

not
reported
not
reported

not reported

Ajaz, 15

not
reported
not
reported

not reported

Not reported

Femi, 16

Mainstrea
m school

not
reported

exclusion

not reported

At least twice
(exclusion and
reintegration)

Claire, 18

Applying to
university

not
reported

not
reported

Both
including a
gap of six
months

At least twice
(geographical
move; alternative
education)

Anita, 17

College;
applying to
university

EBD

EBD school

Both

At least three times
(alternative
education; two
colleges)
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Not reported

Figure 6:6 (continued) Details of young people’s movements through the
education system
Name and
age of
participant

Education
at time of
interview

Special
needs

Rowena,
18

College;
applying to
HE

not
known

History of
exclusion or
movement
to a special
school
not
reported

History of
gaps in
education or
moving
schools
Both
including a
gap around
18 months
Gaps in
education

Number of moves
between schools
(including exclusion
and reintegration)

Saleem, 18

Looking for
work,
applying to
college

not
known

not
reported

Stephanie,
20

University

not
known

not
reported

not reported

Not reported

Thomas,
15

Alternative
education
unit

EBD

both

both

At least once
(moved into
alternative
education)

Lee, 15

Alternative
education
unit

EBD

both

both

Davina, 14

Alternative
education
unit

Asperger
Syndrome

EBD school

moving
schools

Multiple moves
(including at least
mainstream
schools, a PRU and
EBD school)
At least one (into
EBD school)

Tony, 15

Alternative
education
unit

Autistic
spectrum

EBD school

moving
schools

At least one (into
EBD school)

Lorraine,
14

Alternative
education
unit
Mainstrea
m school

EBD

EBD school

moving
schools

At least one (into
EBD school)

Not
known

Not
reported

Gap in of
three years
(school age
wrongly
assessed)

In a special unit at a
mainstream school

Zamir, 16
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At least twice
(mainstream
school)
Not reported

Six young people in the sample did not only have to move schools, but also had
gaps in education, which set them back and made it harder to catch up with the
curriculum. There is some evidence that looked after young people continue to
experience extended periods of absence from school, which almost inevitably
has negative effects on their education (Brodie and Morris, 2009). Rowena and
Claire, were out of education for lengthy periods of time, both around the GCSE
exam period. For both girls these disruptions happened as a consequence of
their movement through the care system. Events like this cause emotional
distress and put pressure on the young people, particularly if it happens around a
major milestone, such as transition between secondary education and high
school. Rowena, who had been a high achiever, describes how moving disrupted
her education and affected her grades, which “was meant to be a lot higher” and
“not as good as [they] could have been” if she had not missed around eighteen
months of education:
“I left school... I did one week of Year 10 and then left school, and didn’t
do any of Year 10, and then I joined Year 11 at a different school. I had
about four months in Year 11. I pretty much did it all at home”

Claire had to move in and out of care, which resulted in her moving to a different
part of the country in order to be able to stay with family members for a period
of time:
“I started my Year 9 in [local school]… Then moved to [another part of the
country] for two years, and finished school there. Then came back, and for six
months had nothing”.
Another example is Zamir, whose attainment was affected dramatically by a ‘gap’
in education through no fault of his own. His development and exam preparation
was severely affected by a wrong assessment of his age at the time when he had
been placed into care (Kvittingen, 2010). This error meant that the young person
had to eventually catch up on over two years’ of education, which affected not
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only his attainment, but, vitally, his confidence and self-esteem. At the time of
the interview he was getting support from a special support unit, set up within a
school and seemed to be developing rapport with a member of staff in the unit.
As it also turned out, this member of staff was not for a long time made aware of
the circumstances surrounding his underachievement and behaviour.
Information like this can be instrumental in setting up appropriate support for a
young person; Zamir’s story highlights the lack, and the importance of
information sharing and mutual awareness between key staff involved in a young
person’s life.

Similarly, for several young people who found themselves placed outside
mainstream education, the education-related journey is far from easy. Lee, a
young person attending an alternative school, had to move schools several times
before his needs were suitably accommodated. At the time of the interview, he
had already been with that school for “about a year”.
Although Lee liked the new school and, after “doing Wednesdays to begin with”,
he settled in the new setting and made new friends, it has not been an easy
transition:

“I found it very challenging... If you move from one school to another,
you’ve lost all your mates and you’ve got to make new friends... I find it
hard”.

While moving often had negative effects, there were also examples of change
being positive and acting as a protective factor. This was the case for Arthur, who
admits that he received a much better education at his new school, although he
was not happy when his foster carers decided to move house:

“Everything else in my life was changing and I wanted to keep one thing
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the same... [But] the atmosphere for learning was much better; it did not
disrupt classes as much, so you could learn. That definitely picked up my
grades...”

Arthur recalls that he received more support and attention from the staff at the
new school, which made a difference to his attainment and, eventually, postschool options. Sadly, this example is far from representative for other the young
people in the study. Support of the school staff and high expectations can play an
important role in the young person’s academic development, particularly, if
there is no other source of such kind of recognition and belief in their ability. One
of the threads running through the research data is around the low expectations
held by school staff, particularly, for looked after children. Recalling her school
experience, Anita offers a lonely account of not being supported and seems to be
blaming herself for that, at least partly:

“...no, they did not really [provide me with support] when actually I
probably needed it… nothing, I got nothing”.
(Anita)
Appropriately high expectations from professionals can play an important role in
boosting young people’s motivation and self-esteem (Goldstein and Brooks,
2013). Low expectations may dampen one’s confidence and prevent them from
reaching their full potential; at the same time, exceedingly high expectations
together with lack of overall support may result in too much pressure for the
young person. Young people provided varied accounts of others’ expectations
and tensions they experience about it:
“I was very frustrated… Why didn’t they tell me these opportunities, why
did I have to find out for myself? Why did they aim so low for the school?
And then when I spoke about it, it was like, you are delusional… I sat at
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meetings where kids were saying they want to be footballers, and it was
like, who’s gonna take you? “
(Anita)

The accounts of other young people in the sample echo Anita’s reflections on
lack of opportunities available to vulnerable young people through the channels
of education provision. The majority in the sample found it difficult to recall
anything developmental that was offered to them at the school. For example,
Lorraine could not remember taking part in any opportunities before the
Aimhigher arts project:
“Before the opportunities to take photos – not much”.
Moreover, when something was available, some of them weren’t able to
participate due to other complications that were going on in their lives. Rowena,
who missed eighteen months of school as a result of foster care placements,
could not take part in school trips as she was catching up on her studies:
“I was so behind with my work, I didn’t really have time to do anything...
There were a couple of trips… They were great opportunities… But I was
too behind so… “

In fact, Ajaz was the only person in the sample who spoke about how excited he
was when he was chosen by his school to go on a sailing trip - this happened a
month before he went on an Aimhigher residential. Ajaz named this sailing trip
as the most important event in his life at that time. However, this is just one
positive example out of nineteen young people who could not think of any
opportunities available at their school.

Sadly, for many this trend continues once they leave compulsory education and
move on to college or university. Stephanie, a care leaver who was in her second
year of university at the time of the interview, states that “there are not too
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many opportunities here... There’s been only two” since she enrolled on the
course. Those young people who had something to say when asked about
opportunities, spoke mainly of their engagement in various activities outside
school. Zamir played football after school; Arthur, Stephen and Stephanie were a
part of the Cadets force - they found it a very positive experience, which helped
them develop new skills. Lack of educational and wider developmental
opportunities for looked after children and children placed outside mainstream
education has been well documented (Scottish Executive, 2007; Martin and
White, 2012). Despite repeated messages about the importance of these
opportunities to the young people who already face multiple disadvantage, the
participants’ accounts clearly state that much more work can, and should be
done in this area.

Alongside this lack of opportunities, low aspirations and insufficient support,
mismatched academic provision is another frequent feature of vulnerable young
people’s lives. For example, Amelie was advised to apply for a place in AP; when
she got there, she
“…Didn’t like it, it was more for naughty kids. Everyone there just
distracts you so I could not get on with my work”.
This is a common complaint amongst young people attending alternative
provision, and the situation may be especially difficult for girls (Osler, 2002).
Amelie’s example illustrates how a lack of understanding of a young person’s
needs can lead to a wrong decision about her education placement, thus
affecting her outcomes further. At that point in time, a distressing situation at
home was affecting Amelie’s behaviour, which resulted in exclusion. Placing
Amelie together with the students whose needs seemed more complex
presented a potential risk to her attainment. This situation could also link to the
low aspirations that, according to the young people, some professionals had of
their potential.
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Situations like this highlight a great need for a holistic understanding of young
people’s needs. As Lever (2011) points out, what is often considered as
challenging behaviour and inappropriate conduct is, in fact, a sign of the
learner’s unmet needs and their attempts to make the most of the situation.
Behaviours such as bullying, non-compliance, truancy and other actions often
mask a multitude of needs, including learning difficulties, emotional trauma and
attachment disorders. This is reflected in the stories of the younger participants
of the study (Thomas, Tony, Davina, Lee and Lorraine), who were attending a
school for students with emotional and behavioural difficulties. Thomas recalls
that how he was constantly under pressure from a family member; he “had bad
temper then - had to be restrained”; Lorraine “was a bully” and “bullied others”,
Davina “got battered every day”. In contrast, they found the staff in the
alternative education unit supportive and encouraging; all five speak of the
positive effect the school had on them.

Transitions through relationships
Relationships and friendships play an integral part in young people’s transitions
through adolescence; their role is even more important for vulnerable young
people who move through care and alternative education. These networks can
be an invaluable source of support, encouragement and strength for the young
person’s development; moreover, they can provide the necessary environment
for learning, new skills and role modelling (Howe et al., 1999). Equally, these
groups and environments can act as a stress factor, if they function in a way that
inhibits the child’s emotional wellbeing and development of own identity. Within
the realms of Aimhigher and educational aspirations in general, peers and family
are recognised as significant forces that impact on young people’s academic
ambitions. This is supported by the feedback sheets in the ‘satellite’ content,
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where most young people wrote “parents or carers” followed by “friends” as key
influencers with regards to their academic choices.

Young people’s relationship with the family members differs greatly across the
sample; one of the obvious reasons being that the majority of the sample come
from care background and a high proportion likely to have experienced different
kinds of abuse and neglect (Department for Education, 2011). Contact with birth
parents is a complex issue for both looked after children and their parents, and
presents significant challenges for carers (Schofield et al., 2011); these
connections may be very positive, as well as very traumatic. For example,
Alexandra recalls the “rough time last year”, when she tried to get in touch with
her mother - this had a severe impact on her concentration at school, and,
ultimately, her grades. Another example is Zamir, who was very upset at the time
of the interview as his mother had unexpectedly made contact the day before
(he was very excited about the interview a week before the incident).1 This left
him, in the words of his carer, very “stressed” and “depressed”. Likewise,
Alexandra recalls how speaking to her birth family affected her motivation and
concentration at school during exams:
“I went through quite a rough time last year, with family and my mum... I
really wasn’t happy, I could not do well with my exams, I’ve done a few
questions and left the whole thing.... “
Zamir’s and Alexandra’s examples draw attention to the powerful impact this reemerging relationship had on their wellbeing. Poems and creative writing in the
‘satellite’ context supports this view: many young people express their bitterness
and disappointment with regards to disfunctionality of their families. There are,
however, positive accounts of contact with birth family for looked after young

1

The researcher asked Zamir several times (at the start and during the interview) whether he still
wants to be interviewed. Zamir responded affirmatively but asked for a member of staff he
trusted to be present with him during the interview (she was present throughout the interview).
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people: for example, Carl refers to “talking to mum again” as one of the recent
key (and positive) events in his life.

Appropriately matched foster care placements can provide an environment akin
to a family one. As mentioned earlier, five young people in the group reported
positive relationships with their long-term foster carers. The carers of Arthur,
Stephen, Jodie and Alexandra were encouraging and supportive; whereas Amelie
appreciated the boundaries and the directness of her carer (in comparison to a
Children’s home setting). Reasonable boundaries are important for the young
person’s development, including sense of responsibility and appropriate
behaviour (Fuller, 2000). For example, Stephanie’s carers “taught her right from
wrong”. However, very strict boundaries accompanied by lack of warmth and
emotional support are much less helpful. Rowena’s and Claire’s memories of
their foster care are ones of strictness and discipline, but total lack of
understanding and emotional support.

For Rowena, this may have helped her achieve academically but did not fulfil her
other needs as a young person. She also recalls her birth family as being “pushy”
about her education, which she found pressurising. Although she seemed to be
doing well academically despite a long gap in education (at the time of interview
she was in college, going to university), she admitted that she finds high
expectations too stressful. What may have also contributed to her academic
record is the fact that she wanted to follow in her sisters’ footsteps. She
attributes her desire to go into HE to her early childhood experiences:
“I’ve always wanted it, since I was young, because my older sister has
been to uni; one of them is a university researcher. She’d always bring
[work] home … I always found it interesting”
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Rowena is not the only one who speaks about relationships with siblings. For
looked after children, brothers and sisters, as well as grandparents or other
family members (aside from parents) can play a significant part in developing
attachment (Furnivall, 2011). For example, Stephanie mentions her brother as a
significant person in her life; Stephen also speaks about his brother always being
there for him; for Claire, her sister “has been there” for her. Similarly, Amelie is
in regular contact with her brother, especially now that she’s older:
“My brother rings me at least once a week. He’ll just check how I am
going; if it gets too much to let him know”.

Amelie also speaks very fondly of her grandmother as a significant person in her
life. In fact, this is true for other young people in the sample, (who are not in
care). For both Lee and Tony, their grandmother played an important role; both
boys mention her as a significant adult in their lives:
“My nan... If I had any problems, I would say to her what it is... If she said
something I’d take it and try to do what she is saying”
(Lee)
“My grandma had a lot of influence on me... She’s gone. Yes she was
[supportive]. Even when I was in absolute rage she still knew how to calm
me down... She had a really good influence on me”
(Tony)
Tony and Lee are two of the five participants that do not come from care
background and live with their families. Their stories about their family relations
vary. Lee does not talk about his family much, apart from his grandmother; other
four young people in alternative education provide rather positive accounts of
their parents. Tony recalls how, even during the most difficult time of his life his
father “saw a lot more in me than my mum did”. Lorraine, Femi and Davina had
their parents and other family members supporting and encouraging them
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throughout their journeys. Davina recalls how her family “have always been
trying to support me” through very traumatic experiences in mainstream
education; similarly, Lorraine’s parents “were getting [her] out of depression”.
Femi reports having on-going support from extended family when a close family
member passed away.

Apart from family support, friendships and peer groups play an important role in
young people’s lives; in fact, they may acquire greater significance as the child
enters adolescence (Fuller, 2000). There is evidence that positive friendships
with peers can improve young people’s transitions into adulthood, acting as a
strong protective factor (Stein, 2005). For example, Amelie, Carl, Zamir and
Saleem made good friends during the Aimhigher residential; they were still
keeping in touch with them at the time of the interview. Stephanie is still in
touch with her “adventurous and outgoing” friends from college, who had a big
impact on her own sense of adventure. Lorraine speaks of someone who she has
been friends with since she was six years old; they are still in touch. Lee is still in
touch with a boy he met in a mainstream school; now in alternative education,
he still does his best to keep in touch:
“He’s like the biggest friend... through all the changes that I went through
at school...”
Having a close supportive friend is a strong protective factor for the young
person; equally, losing a good friend is a potential threat and yet another
contributing factor to the instability that surrounds the lives of many vulnerable
young people. It is worth bearing in mind, however, that friendships and peer
groups can also act as a risk factor: in this case, separating oneself from this
group, as hard as it can be, may be a better option. Amelie and Carl both report
leaving “a bad crowd” behind when they moved their care placement. Similarly,
Femi tells a story of being excluded after getting into trouble with his peers (this
was around the time a close family member passed away):
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“I’d get into trouble just because of peer pressure and people around
me… Make sure you choose the right friends…”
Having grown up, Femi can reflect on what happened in the past and develop
better understanding of his environment:
“…There are certain types of friends… Basically you have to know
someone. There are certain things you have to know about someone....
for you to feel comfortable around them”
On balance, eighteen out of nineteen young people had at least one friend they
spoke very positively about; the exception is Anita, a care leaver whose journey
has been filled with frequent moves, multiple foster placements and a feeling of
loneliness:
“... When I was younger I was always looking forward, I always wanted
like a meaningful friendship, to meet someone…”
Sadly, the situation does not seem to have changed for Anita: she didn’t have
any friends at the time of the interview either. In fact, she could not think of
anybody who had constant presence in her life, apart from one professional,
who did a lot for her at the time of difficulty:
“If I knew the answer.... I’d love to have friends, it’s one of my of my
dreams.... to have friends”
Anita’s emotional account presents a stark illustration of the emotional pain that
some vulnerable young people are going through and the questions they ask
themselves, trying to understand the reasons behind their troubles. The feeling
of rejection, lack of love and care among looked after children has been well
documented (Giushard-Pine, McCall and Hamilton, 2007). However, young
people with complex needs that are raised within family environment are not
exempt from these feelings; the next part of this chapter focuses on the young
people’s emotional journeys.
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Emotional journeys
Instability, uncertainty and traumatic experiences cannot but impact on the
young people’s emotional and mental wellbeing. In this study, young people
speak of being deeply affected by events in their lives; this is supported by the
accounts of interviewed professionals and the ‘satellite’ context. As described at
the beginning of this chapter (Figures 6:1 and 6:2), “quiet” and “shy” are not the
only adjectives the participants used to describe themselves in the past; they
also used the words “angry”, “emotional”, “scared”, “lonely”, “aggressive”, “fed
up”. In the creative writing data (the satellite context) young people speak about
“pain”, “hatred” and “broken heart”.

Samantha describes the everyday environments of many young people in her
school:

“… Single parent families that weren’t working, anger issues, bullying
issues, trouble with the police, everything you can think of… Thrown out
of home… In a lot of trouble… The people [they] associate with…”

Anne adds another perspective to the hardships these young people have to deal
with:

“… They’ve come from a point of real low self esteem, or maybe having
been put down, or branded as silly or stupid or naughty…They’ve lived so
long with whatever – negativity from school, teachers, parents.. It’s so
ingrained unfortunately...”

Indeed, the issues around vast deprivation and disadvantage surrounding
vulnerable young people is a common thread in research and policy (Creegan,
2009; Barnes, Green and Ross, 2011). Becky, who also teaches in a special school,
sums up the effect that these experiences have on a child:
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”They have these ideas that they are not as good as other people”.

Indeed, for young people in care and educated outside of the mainstream
education system, the feeling of being different is a rather frequent occurrence.
They are acutely aware of their own circumstances, which shapes their view of
the rest of the world, and their place within it. Tony, who has complex needs and
had been attending a special school for four years by the time of the interview,
uses the term “normal” with regards to his peers in mainstream education. He
had to spend some time in between two schools, before a decision was made
that he will continue his education in an alternative centre. He reflects with
sadness on his parents’ reaction as well as his own view of himself:

“Well I am now here, so not being in a “normal” school kicked them up a
bit. Cause they always thought my brother would do badly... when it’s
actually the other way around... It had a bad effect on people... I was
trying to get back into mainstream [education] so I was sort of jogging
between the two... it just didn’t work out...”

While Tony doesn’t go into much detail of what exactly happened in the
mainstream school and has mixed feelings about leaving it behind, Lorraine,
another student in AP, provides a very sharp portrait of her own experience in
her previous (mainstream) school:

“I was not happy at school before. I used to be a bully and bullied
[others], used to take it out on other people… I hated myself”.

This honest account from a fourteen year old demonstrates the complexity of
one’s interactions with an environment such as school: an array of stress factors
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and complex needs could be masked by various behaviours, from being bullied to
bullying others.

Looked after children are not exempt from similar circumstances. In fact, as it
was established earlier in the thesis, as a group they are nine times more likely to
have special needs (DCSF, 2010). Anita, who has been moving foster placements,
and also attended a school for young people with special needs, makes a clear
distinction between her world in care and the world of others:

“I haven’t met a lot of normal people... if I said, I grew up in care, they’d
be like: shock, horror, wow! You can’t really share these things… And
then you can’t be yourself because you can’t share these things”.

Problems around stigma and labelling that vulnerable young people face at
school can be very isolating and thus exacerbates the stress factors in their life. A
report by a charity “Young Minds” titled See beyond our labels highlights the
importance of breaking down the stereotypes associated with having mental
health issues, (Young Minds, 2010). Being labelled, stigmatised and judged can
lead to low self esteem, feeling ashamed and worthless. Another serious
implication of this phenomenon is fear of being judged, and, as a result of it, not
seeking help and accessing the services by those affected.

A study conducted by Rose et al. (2007) identified 250 labels used in language in
relation to mental health conditions; only 4 per cent of these labels were positive
– the overwhelming majority were, however, negative, stigmatising words. The
See beyond our labels report (Young Minds, 2010) states that around 50 per cent
of all young people use stereotypes and negative stigmatising language towards
their peers who are going through challenging times. Anita’s view is a good
illustration of what vulnerable young people may be facing at school:
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“…They don’t know, they make up negative assumptions, chucking labels
at you, “attention seeker”… When I am just talking about my normal day,
not getting attention”

Low self-esteem and feeling alienated are not all the negative outcomes of being
stigmatised. Vulnerable young people can also start blaming themselves. For
example, Tony thinks it may be his fault that he has not got many friends:

“People don’t see a lot in me and don’t have to be friends... well they just
normally don’t get involved in my life... to be bothered to get involved in
my problems”.

Stephen, a young person who left care by the time of the interview, does not
have special needs, but feels that being in care can be stigmatising enough. He
feels conscious of being in care, and of how people can be judging him and other
looked after young people:

“People say it’s their fault. If a child goes into the care system, 100 per cent
it’s not their fault, no matter what they’ve done. For whatever action or thing
they lashed out on, they want help with some area that they dislike,
whatever it is”.

This insightful view from Stephen does not only highlight the key protective role
that social workers and foster carers (or family) can play in a vulnerable child’s
life, but also the importance of recognising “a cry for help” expressed in
challenging behaviour (Giushard-Pine, McCall and Hamilton, 2007). The views of
fifty young people in care, voiced in a recent report by Young Minds (2012) echo
Stephen’s opinion: most looked after children do not feel comfortable talking to
school staff about their feelings, worries and fears. Fear of being judged and
stigmatised can prevent a young person in trouble from seeking help:
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“No, they did not really [provide me with support] when actually I
probably needed it. But the impression I gave them was that I don’t need
the support”.
(Anita)

As looked after children tell Young Minds (2012), one of the main reasons for this
behaviour is the lack of awareness and understanding of the care system and
care experiences amongst school staff. Because of this, many young people did
not want to make others aware that they are being looked after. This is a
complex issue; overall the evidence highlights the need for more and better child
and young person-centred practice, where young people are actively involved in
decision-making about how information regarding their looked after status is to
be shared (Brodie and Morris, 2009).

At the same time, if it is known that a young person is being supported through
an additional service provision, this may create an impression that the resources
at school can be focused on someone else. For example, schools staff may
perceive that a child in the care system is already entitled to a reasonable
amount of support from elsewhere. Research points out, however, that
educational attainment and relevant support is not recognised as priority by
social workers (Harker et al., 2006). This discrepancy then results in the child’s
academic development not being addressed by either party:
“They think you get more support than others… If you’ve got all right
grades it makes you really good ... But because we were bordering on
failing they just did not care... “
(Rowena)
Although there have been improvements in the support mechanisms for the
attainment of vulnerable young people (for example, the introduction of the role
of the Virtual Head and designated teachers), it is clear that school staff should
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be made much more aware of young people’s background and be more involved
in their emotional support. Measures such as closer collaboration between
schools and children’s services, awareness training available for frontline staff,
including designated teachers, and encouraging school staff to be more
accessible to the young people are just a few that can improve matters further.

Conclusion
As demonstrated in this chapter, every young person’s journey through life is a
unique and complex combination of events and processes. However, there are
certain threads that come through in the data analysis, such as movement
through the care and education system, relationships with family, foster carers
and peers, and the meanings that young people attach to life experiences.

Young people’s stories echo the key messages in literature on issues surrounding
development and life outcomes of vulnerable groups, as well as current service
provision. Participants from care background and those accessing alternative
education provision had more than a fair share of disadvantage before they
reached adulthood, which is, in the words of Stephen, is “not their fault”.

Movement is one of the key features of these young people’s lives. For the
looked after young people it starts with going into care and finishes when they
go into independent living. Whilst being in care, several participants had a least
two placement moves; two young people, Anita and Rowena, experienced
multiple moves. There are, however, positive accounts of strong relationships
with foster carers, where the latter provided on-going support and
encouragement to the young people. As positive as these examples are, they are
matched with an equal number of narratives depicting stress, uncertainty and
participants’ inability to understand the reasons behind these traumatic
experiences.
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The role of the social services and regular contact with social workers is also
highlighted in the chapter. Only a few young people could describe their
relationship with their social worker as positive and helpful. For most, however,
the experience of social services was one of irregular contact, insufficient or
inadequate provision of information advice and guidance, as well as lack of
expectations.

Similarly, the participants’ journeys through education have been patchy. The
findings of the study point to lack of understanding of young people’s needs and
behaviours amongst school staff. In particular, this relates to mainstream
education and is equally representative of young people in, and outside the care
system. In mainstream schools, only a few young people could name a member
of staff who was supportive and encouraging; mostly, however, they speak of not
being noticed or in any way supported. When it comes to academic or
developmental opportunities, the majority of the sample had difficulty to name
any; those who did, were mainly engaged in clubs or activities separate from
school or social services. Many young people spoke about feeling stigmatised
and misunderstood - by both staff and peers. This is an issue that is often
forgotten, in particular, in policy, where other priorities take place.

An inseparable part of these journeys through care and education is young
people’s interactions with other people, including family members, foster carers
and peers. The role of a supportive friend or adult came through very clearly in
the research. Again, the experiences vary greatly: whilst some of the young
people enjoyed positive friendships and relationships with family members or
foster carers, others could only name one person that they had a connection
with. This scarcity of connections and support networks is crucial and dangerous
for already disadvantaged young people who are too often let down by the
services that are put in charge of their protection and care. The structures that
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exist around these young people often do not deliver - this problem has been
exacerbated further by public cuts and changes that affected local authorities.

In the background of these changes and challenges, however, a certain shift has
occurred in the lives and self-perceptions of the young people, and it appears to
be a positive change overall. The way the participants describe themselves and
their circumstances at the point of interview differ from their reflections on the
past; the descriptions are positive. Despite objective difficulties, certain
protective factors contributed to the young people’s developmental journey,
including support and encouragement from individuals they could trust, positive
relationships and rare opportunities, as well as young people’s individual
characteristics. Somewhere in the middle of this journey lies their experience of
Aimhigher activity, which may have contributed to the overall change in young
people’s disposition. The next chapter examines the role of Aimhigher in young
people’s lives and its impact on where they are today.
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7 The participants’ experiences of Aimhigher

Introduction
At this point in the exploration, it is useful to go back to the research questions
set at the start of the study, and to connect to the narrative so far. One of the
tasks of this research is to establish the role Aimhigher participation may have
played in the lives of the participants. Before Aimhigher impact could be
established, it was important to explore whether any type of change had
occurred in relation to the young people and their journeys. The next step would
be to position the Aimhigher experience within those journeys.

As Chapter 6 demonstrates, young people’s lives represent dynamic trajectories
constructed of multiple processes and events, which include individual
transitions through adolescence, care and education system. The analysis of
young people’s accounts suggests that a certain change has occurred in the way
the participants perceived themselves and their lives in comparison to those in
the past. Although it is clear that there had been a multitude of events and
experiences that contributed to this change, it is possible and reasonable to
examine whether and how that Aimhigher played its part in the transformation.
The chapter argues that Aimhigher is important in these contexts, and examines
the nature of that significance in greater detail. It describes the nature of young
people’s experience of Aimhigher, and how they viewed its significance in their
lives.
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As detailed in Chapter 5, every young person in the sample took part in at least
one Aimhigher activity. Whereas some young people attended a four-day
residential, others were a part of a mentoring scheme and a university campus
visit in addition to that. As most Aimhigher programmes were designed around
the key milestones in the education system, most of the young people in the
sample came into contact with Aimhigher between the age of 14 and 16 as a part
of the post-secondary transition. As the remit of Aimhigher was around raising
awareness of aspirations around academic achievement, and, in particular, HE,
this chapter explores the impact of Aimhigher in terms of these areas. Finally, the
chapter positions Aimhigher in the background of other services that form a part
of the support entitlement for young people looked after and in alternative
education.

Young people’s memories of Aimhigher activity
Before this chapter goes on to explore the impact of Aimhigher, it is useful to
provide a brief description of the activities themselves, as remembered by the
young people in the study. In their interviews, all young people in the sample
without exception stated that they enjoyed the activities they took part in.
However, their descriptions of what actually went on are at times brief and
patchy, especially for those who had taken part in the activity several years prior
to the interview. With this in mind, the data represents their memories of and
reflections on their past.

That said, some interesting information emerges. Arthur attended a residential
event that focused on independent skills for care leavers; whereas Claire took
part in a mentoring scheme designed around options around progression onto FE
and HE. Interestingly, both Claire and Arthur recall that when they went on an
Aimhigher course, they were not really interested in going to university (which
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they associated the initiative about). They were not sure what to expect from
the activity and attended following a recommendation of a member of staff
(social worker in Arthur’s case; teacher in Claire’s case). In fact, most young
people report lack of understanding and awareness of the content of the
programme or its aims (prior to signing up). For the vast majority in the sample,
their participation was due to the fact that a teacher or a social worker
recommended it as a beneficial opportunity. Not surprising, perhaps, that most
young people did not have much expectation of what they were signing up for.
Some of them were quite worried to leave their established routines or try
something new, others were not convinced that it is going to be any different
from school:
“I thought it was going to be rubbish. Thought it’ll be boring. I was quite
worried”
(Thomas)
“I thought it’s going to be a part of a lesson but it was more fun”
(Davina)
This suggests that the adults responsible for involving young people in these
activities may have had to work hard to encourage their participation, and to
make sure this actually happened. Despite these worries and doubts, however,
all of the young people in the sample found it “fun”, “enjoyable” and “cool”. Carl
describes the residential as a “cool trip, good chance to make new friends”. He
was particularly fond of the activity that involved tractor driving. Similarly, Zamir
refers to his experience as “loads of fun”:
“When I lost my key, then someone came and opened my room… Could
do with more tractor driving”
Most Aimhigher events aimed at students from alternative education or care
background mainly consisted of practical, hands-on activities that had potential
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of being more engaging. These activities came under the umbrella of Aimhigher
summer schools - (often residential) events that ran over several days, often
during the summer. The residential activities that the young people took part in
consisted of either outdoor sports type activities or art-related projects. Just like
Carl and Zamir, Saleem and Jodie enjoyed the outdoor activities:

“We went for fun activities and... we went on the water...”
(Saleem)

“You had to work with water, a team building exercise. That was a real
challenge; you had to work as a team. Raft building made me think…
Meeting new people was great”
(Jodie)
Similarly, the young people who participated in arts-based projects, equally
enjoyed it. Lorraine and Lee were a part of a week-long photography-based
scheme, which incorporated a visit to the local university campus:

“That was really fun... being able to find different ways of taking
pictures... That was exciting... “
(Lee)

Of course, finding an activity enjoyable and fun is not in itself a proof of any
impact beyond the event. However, ‘enjoying’ is still important in terms of young
people’s wellbeing as outlined in the ECM agenda (DfES, 2003). According to
Sarah, Aimhigher remit
“…Corresponds with the whole ‘Enjoy and achieve’ from Every Child
Matters, and Aimhigher does both. There has been a view that there is
something wrong about having fun, that it’s bad... And young people had
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a bloody good time with Aimhigher... Of course for some it was
emotional... “
Sarah’s account suggests that Aimhigher “does both”, mainly, that Aimhigher
contributed to the young people’s achievement. These findings echo the key
messages in the literature on Aimhigher activities and the impact on the young
people. For example, research conducted by Hatt, Baxter and Tate (2008; 2009)
points to the particularly strong positive impact of summer school type activities
on the young people’s aspirations and engagement in education . One of the
factors creating this impact is the intensity of these activities combined with
small numbers of participants in a group; the combination of these elements
created a sense of being ‘immersed’ in the activity. At the same time, there is
knowledge that points to lack of reliability of practice-based evaluations (Chilosi
et al., 2009). The next part of the chapter provides more detail on Aimhigher
impact according to the remit of the initiative, namely, with regards to the young
people’s aspirations, attainment and awareness of future options.

“If it wasn’t for Aimhigher…”
As outlined in Chapter 3, the strategy for Aimhigher involved three ‘strands’ of
activity, namely:
-

raising aspirations of those who have the potential to progress onto
university;

-

raising awareness of the options and support available;

-

support this transition to FE and/ or HE by contributing to the strategies
aimed at improving attainment of these groups.

The data gathered from the interviews with both young people and practitioners
demonstrates that this was consistent for at least half of the participants.
Sometimes a visit to a local university or speaking to someone a young person
can relate to can make difference. Professionals interviewed for the study
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provide insight into how attending an event organised by Aimhigher would give
young people a long-term perspective:
“[Aimhigher] gives them options and ideas about the future, and…
different ways of how they can achieve rather than what they are
normally told at schools”
(Michael)
“[It was about] widening their ideas and thoughts on opportunities for
them in life… in the encouraging way as well”
(Becky)
As these accounts demonstrate, there are threads of creating awareness and, in
parallel, ‘raising’ young people’s educational aspirations for their future. A raised
aspiration can mean many things: sometimes it’s a young person who never
thought of going to college actually goes on to further, and then HE; or, it’s
someone who abandoned a ‘safer’ educational choice in order to pursue his
dream. Or, it is equally powerful when someone who finds it difficult to get
through the years of compulsory school curriculum suddenly gets the ‘second
wind’ because he or she has something to look forward to post-GCSE.
One of these young people is Carl - he admits that when he was younger, his
ambition was to be “a social worker, or a singer”. His academic aspirations are
already quite high; he does social care and psychology at college, as his carers
are encouraging him to aim towards a “more stable career”. However, in his own
words, he “likes it, but not as much” compared to singing, which he had been
“randomly” doing. Carl believes that
“…if it was not for Aimhigher… acting and singing would have still been a
dream”.
Carl attended two residential events organised by Aimhigher - a generic
aspirational event for looked after children and an event that had a specific focus
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on creative disciplines - art, performing arts, signing and dance. Both events
were important in terms of Carl’s aspirations, making friends and understanding
the options that are open to him post-school. It is possible that it is the second
event that made him realise how much signing meant to him and helped him
believe that he can take this further. The twenty-year-old recalls, what impact
this experience made on his overall confidence and on his attainment:
“All grades went up, everything passed! That’s just me believing I can do
it!”
Carl’s ambition did not stop there - at the time of the interview he was moving to
another city, because he recently found out that he got a place at on a
performing arts course at university.

The story is similar for Stephen, who at the time of the interview just heard that
he got accepted on a sports-related course at a university. It was not always like
this for Stephen: he recalls how he did not have much support at school and felt
overlooked. He sensed that “People in school did not believe in my potential”, so
he “literally focused on rugby and that’s all”. He also always suspected he may
have dyslexia although this had not been diagnosed. Stephen signed up to do an
Aimhigher residential that was delivered in an outdoor sports college - mainly,
because it sounded like “fun” - and ended up signing on a FE course at that
college. On completion, he felt ready to go to university. One of the reasons for
Stephen to pursue this path was that he felt very strongly about children in care
being stigmatised and stereotyped:
“…One of the things that really came out was people talking about people
stereotyping you and questioning your ability “you can’t do that”, and I was
like “I am going to prove you wrong and do that”.
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Stephen realises that his “main weaknesses will always be academic”, however,
he was determined to get a degree, despite the advice he was getting from
college staff:
“…When I was applying to go to uni, my tutors were like, you should seriously
be looking at a foundation degree rather than at full degree. I know I’m
gonna struggle but that’s my challenge to step up to the plane”.
These sound like the words of very enthusiastic young people, who feel excited
about their future. Stephen himself admits that he somewhat agrees with his
tutors, that he is going to ‘struggle’. The natural question would be, then, how
prepared are these young people for getting through university? To answer this
question the researcher would need to go back to the participants several years
after the interview. What is known, however, is that their decisions to go to
university were based more than just on being given hope of a brighter future.
Analysing the participants’ stories demonstrates that it is often very hard to
separate where fostering aspirations and raising awareness of realistic attainable
options begins. For those young people whose decision to go to college or
university was linked to Aimhigher experience, understanding what’s available to
them in terms of support was very important. Older care leavers in the group
were clear that Aimhigher did not only help them act on their aspirations, but
also provided necessary information in terms of financial help and other support
mechanisms available to that specific group:
“Another reason why I want to go to university is because I get a lot of
funding. I was speaking to [Aimhigher staff], and she was like “what about
your maintenance grant”

(Stephen)
“…I could be quite well off as a looked after child.”
(Anita)
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For the younger participants, 14-year old Lorraine and sixteen-year old Lee, on
the surface of it, the change may seem less dramatic: they both claim to have
regained interest in going to school as a result of Aimhigher. This impact,
however, should not be underestimated: this change of an increased attainment
and attendance at a younger age carries the potential for bigger changes in the
future, in particular, for those already disengaged. It is a significant change for
Lee and Lorraine as both of them were in AP at the time of the interview - both
as a result of very stressful experiences in a mainstream school, which affected
their academic progress. Disillusioned about education and going to school for
some time, the young people reveal that after taking part in an Aimhigher
activity they became more interested in education, as they became more
hopeful about their future:
“[Aimhigher] made me realise… what I can achieve in a couple of years...
it’s exciting and… something you want to reach out and kind of get to”
(Lee)
“I started seeing a point to going to school…”
(Lorraine)
These small changes, in particular in young people with complex needs, are
encouraging and precious; if recognised and supported, they can have long-term
impact on the child’s life. Anne, a teacher at the AP unit, claims that that some of
the young people have “really moved on”, and Lorraine is now coming in four
days a week - compared to one day a week. Similarly, another member of staff,
Becky, speaks about another student, Cheryl, who “does not come to class, she
sits in the foyer”. Cheryl was able to make what can be considered a remarkable
transformation: after trying the first day of the five-day Aimhigher event, she
“did the whole week, that’s the only time she’s ever done the whole week”. Even
if “this change does not last forever but a little bit stays” (Sarah, social work
professional), the value is clear.
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Alongside this positive evidence, there are single voices of young people in the
sample, who enjoyed Aimhigher activities but didn’t think it affected their
aspirations and decision making. This is important, as evaluative information can
be over-positive in ascribing change to a particular intervention. Saleem recalls
the Aimhigher experience with fondness; however, he states that he always
knew what he wanted to do in life:
“I would still go to college or university; I always wanted to”.
Saleem’s words are very much in line with what is currently known about
aspirations of asylum seeking and refugee children. A recent report titled “I just
want to study” (Refugee Support Network, 2012) presents these young people as
having high educational aspirations and great potential. Too often, however,
they are faced with inadequate advice and lack of support, complicated further
by legal obstacles and language difficulties.

Aimhigher impact: a bigger change
Stories like Saleem’s bring balance to the study and act as a reminder that
everybody’s journey is different; and a particular intervention may not have the
same effect on different young people. However, the interview data also
suggests that for many participants in the group, Aimhigher contributed to
certain aspects of their development. In particular, there is evidence that taking
part in Aimhigher activity had an impact on young people’s self awareness. This
view is strongly supported by the professionals who took part in the study.
Learning to understand and see oneself in an objective way is inseparable part of
maturing and growing up for any young person. For disadvantaged young
people, however, this phenomenon has an extra dimension: for many, raised self
awareness and aspiration means separating their own view of themselves from
the perception they have developed as a result of continuous stigmatisation and
stereotyping. This involves disassociating oneself from the familiar social
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structures and, ultimately, what some authors consider a process of identity
transformation (Morrison-Gutman and Akerman, 2008; Riddell, 2010). Michael
describes the effect that the Aimhigher interventions had on his students:
“You’re taken out of what’s normal… You can experience all kinds of
things that you wouldn’t normally experience. You see yourself in lots of
different lights”.
Sarah witnessed a similar process in the looked after young people who she
referred for taking part in a residential:
“Aimhigher helps them see their own strong and weak points... They push
themselves beyond what they thought they are capable of”.

Indeed, many young people in the sample speak about changes in their personal
characteristics and attitudes, such as increased social competence, self-belief
and overall competence; developing new skills and feeling more independent
and resourceful. For example, Stephen, who did not receive much support at
school and was advised to go into bricklaying, admits that “if it wasn’t for
Aimhigher” he would not have found himself in further and then HE doing
something he loves (outdoor sports). He speaks of his newly found confidence
and the way he approaches challenges. Other young people in the sample use
the word “change” in their reflections on Aimhigher and its impact on their lives.
Thomas, a looked after young person in alternative education who attended an
outdoor residential and a photography project, admits that Aimhigher
“…Made me a better person. Changed me. Made me more confident. I
met new people. New people, been to new clubs, More confidence in my
ability, ‘I can do’ attitude instead of ‘I can’t’”.

Likewise, Femi, who took part in an arts-based residential event as a result of a
referral from his PRU, recalls that
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“This [experience] made me a better person. Helped me boost up my
confidence and know I can do better in life. If you share a dream it can
come true, you make sure you push, you push and you work hard”.

Indeed, the accounts of other people are almost unanimous when it comes to
connecting Aimhigher participation to building their confidence. In fact, even
young people like Saleem or Zamir, who did not necessarily see that taking part
in Aimhigher activities affected their education-related motivations, spoke of
increased sense of self-confidence. This finding supports earlier research that
links out-of-school activities to raising confidence levels in young people. For
example, Carreres-Ponsoda et al. (2012) claim that sports-related extra-curricular
have the most impact on the young people’s confidence levels, as well as
prosocial behaviour, self-efficacy and overall positive development. The
importance of outdoor environment has also been documented (Thomas, 2012).
Coholic (2011) researched the impact of the arts-based interventions on children
who are accessing the child protection services or mental health support
systems. The findings suggest that arts-based activity plays a vital role in
improving young people’s self-esteem, self-awareness and self-efficacy, by
supporting young people in developing mindfulness. Coholic’s study also made a
link between the mechanisms behind these activities and resilience building.
This claim supports the view of Aimhigher arts-related projects as contributing to
strengthening young people’s internal domains of resilience.

Another theme that comes through in young people’s and practitioners’ stories is
increased social competence, namely, ability to socialise, meet new people and
make new friends. Every young person reported that they made friends during
the Aimhigher activity. Mentioning “new people”, or “different people”, or “new
friends” was, again, without exception a part of everybody’s description of their
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Aimhigher experience. This finding was also strongly supported by the satellite
context. Zamir’s words provide a good illustration of this:

“It did give me more confidence. I met new people. I became more
confident with other people”.

Furthermore, not only the young people made friends during the activity, many
stayed in touch. This is equally true for the older participants, who took part in
Aimhigher interventions several years before the interview. This is important for
young people whose relationships have often been as disrupted as their
placements. The evidence also suggests that, similar to Zamir, many young
people found it easier to socialise and be in the company of people they would
not know. This is a very positive finding, as social competence has been linked to
reducing behaviour-related difficulties, as well as building resilience and leading
to positive life outcomes (Jackson and Martin, 1999; Gundersen, 2010). In
addition, developmental psychology research draws a link between leisure
activity and children’s development of social competence (Poulin et al., 2012).
Although Aimhigher provided organised activities designed around educational
aims and aspirations, the core elements are comparable to those of leisure,
which is also supported by the young people’s descriptions thereof. Leisure
activities have also been recognised in policy as an opportunity for social
inclusion (Walker and Donaldson, 2010).

In addition to improved self-awareness, raised self-confidence and social
competence, young people also speak of feeling more independent and
resourceful in their everyday life. Firstly, the care leavers who took part in the
residential designed around independent skills, found it very useful in terms of
practical independent skills and confidence that they “can do it on their own”.
For Arthur, it meant knowing how far his money can go once lives independently,
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basic budgeting and household skills and the confidence that comes with it. He
remembers that before Aimhigher, he

“…hadn’t been introduced to the way of doing things… [The residential]
definitely helped me understand how real life works…”

Secondly, it seems that even those who attended other events found that taking
part in an Aimhigher event helped them. Thomas, a looked after child in
alternative education, attended two events that made him “fostered and
independent”. He was apprehensive when he was invited to participate, but
found it enjoyable and beneficial. When asked what he would tell other young
people about Aimhigher, Thomas replies:
“I’d say you miss Eastenders but there’s probably going to be one
experience in lifetime. You’ll have more confidence in yourself. I faced my
fears”

Similarly, Amelie calls the experience “eye-opening”. Another care leaver,
Stephanie, states that the Aimhigher trip
“…definitely changed me, I am not scared of doing things on my own any
more”.

This newly found sense of confidence and independence is useful for any
developing young person in moving into adulthood. It is even more vital,
however, for the vulnerable young people who have faced multiple obstacles
and may not necessarily have readily available support networks. Developing
resourcefulness and self-efficacy will enable the young person to utilise these
sources of support and thus equip them for the future. Stephen is a good
example of this, as he learnt how to access various agencies and resources that
could help him:
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“…gave me more contacts to help me, to benefit me, to advise me”.
In fact, Stephen stayed in touch with Aimhigher after taking part in a residential
activity at the age of fifteen. He contacted Aimhigher regularly in search of other
opportunities. Of course, what Stephen describes may be a combination of his
own resourcefulness and social skills. Indeed, as argued in this study, any
outcome is a combination of several factors - for Stephen, this could be the
opportunities he has been exposed to, coupled with the encouragement coming
from his support network and his own internal qualities. However, Aimhigher still
played a role in this process, as Stephen himself illustrates:
“Aimhigher helped me develop. And when I’ve done college and come in,
[Aimhigher staff say], keep on doing it, and that’s the motivation for me.
It’s the interaction between the AH staff members and myself. I take it in.
And I do that with social services, and college. I am using all my
resources.”
Stephen’s reflection on his journey is a positive illustration of how continuity of
support can make a difference to the young person’s choices, experiences and
life outcomes.

Mechanisms of Aimhigher interventions
So far this chapter has focussed on what the young people remembered about
taking part in Aimhigher activities and, more importantly, the type of impact they
attribute to this experience. The participants’ memories of Aimhigher are mostly
positive; so are their words with regards to how it affected their beliefs,
perceptions and choices. At the same time, more clarity is needed around the
mechanisms which underpinned Aimhigher activities and, possibly, were
instrumental in creating this positive impact.

200

One of the themes coming through in young people’s and practitioners’
descriptions of Aimhigher is the theme of “different” and “new”. As the virtual
school head Sarah describes it, Aimhigher “gives young people experiences they
would not have”; she even goes on to describe the residentials as “invaluable, so
ground breaking”. Although the accounts of others are more modest, they still
support the theme of Aimhigher being unlike other services. “New” mainly
relates to various elements of the experience, specifically, the venue and the
environment. At the same time, the participants use the word “different” to
describe not only the venue or environment, but to set Aimhigher experience
apart from other experiences (such as accessing social services) and
environments (such as classroom environment):
“Different groups, different environments, different situations”
(Anne)
Similarly, another teacher in alternative setting describes how taking part in an
Aimhigher event differed from what young people would experience in the
classroom:
“…it’s so different from being at school, the opportunity to go to
university and wander round…”
(Kevin)
Stephanie recalls how “everything was different, new, unexpected”; for Amelie,
“everybody was a new face” and Thomas recalls that for him it was
“.. A new experience, trying something different… I thought it was going
to be rubbish”

Thomas’s words draw attention to the fact that his initial expectations of the
Aimhigher experiences were not very high; his opinion is a rather accurate
reflection of what most of the young people expected it to be. For example, Carl
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expected his residential summer school experience to be “talking and boring”,
whereas he found it “a million times better”. Interestingly, some young people
used “boring” and “school” in one sentence. This finding supports the surprising
as there is evidence to suggest that many learners today find school uninspiring
and irrelevant (Edge Foundation, 2012; City and Guilds, 2012; Murray, 2012).
What it can also be revealing, however, is that current approaches within the
education system can be out of touch with the needs of at least some children.
This is particularly relevant with regards to the children from disadvantaged
background and with complex needs (Hart and Aumann, 2009).

With regards to Aimhigher, however, the majority of the people in the sample
did not only find it “exciting”, but, interestingly, “a challenge”. It is closely
connected to the idea of “new” and “different”, with young people admitting to
having doubts and fears before going, and even when getting to the event. The
words of virtual school head Sarah sum up this concept succinctly:

“Aimhigher challenges them… it pushes them to mix with other people…
They have to push themselves outside their comfort zone… They start off
terrified, and then... it helps them grow up…”

Sarah touches upon the concept of the comfort zone, which is connected to
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (Langford, 2005). Trying new,
unknown activities that are outside their routines, allow the young people to
learn new skills, improve their self awareness and transfer this newly found
confidence (or competence) to other activities. According to Michael,
“…you’re taken out of what’s normal… You can experience all kinds of
things that you wouldn’t normally experience… It brings a whole other
focus and you see lots of different things, and you see yourself in lots of
different lights”
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The notion of transferable skills and competencies (Buckingham Shum and
Deakin Crick, 2012) is an interesting one: research demonstrates that facing a
challenge may encourage a change in a young person’s personal, social and
technical skills, which can have long-lasting benefits. For example, Stott and Hall
(2003) report (perceived) changes in attitudes and behaviours in the research
participants after a wilderness expedition; the authors also suggest a link can be
made with learning transfer with regards to other areas, such as academic
development. Lee describes, how participating in an art-related activity made
him more confident not only at that particular task, but encouraged him to be
more open to other activities:

“…It was something new. Before cooking I used to like taking pictures...
So it made me feel more confident ... to try something else you know”.

Understanding the learning process through the concept of zone of proximal
development and transferable learning allows the researcher to link what
appears to be a relatively simple extra-curricular activity to a number of potential
transformations in a young person’s attitudes and behaviours. It can be argued,
that the process of broadening young people’s academic awareness and
aspirations are often inseparable from wider changes in the young person’s
overall perceptions and, potentially, actions. In other words, the learner identity
transformation is closely intertwined with the shift in one’s other identities, thus
creating a cumulative impact (Bloomer and Hodgkinson, 2000). As discussed in
Chapter 3, learner identity transformation was in the centre of research on
impact of Aimhigher interventions (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2008; 2009):

“They saw how different people could be in a college of FE type setting.
And also the university wasn’t full of posh kids who had bags of A levels –
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people like them... it enabled them to see, they could achieve just the
same”
(Samantha)

Understanding transferable competences as a result of expanding one’s zone of
proximal development provides another insight, which presents challenges, or
potential risks, as developmental opportunities. The latter then may be seen as a
potentially protective factor and thus contribute to the young person’s resilience
building. Indeed, recent research highlights the subjective nature of meanings
attached to risk and protective factors by actors (as described in Chapter 2). It is
important to note, however, that the type and level of challenge are crucial, as is
the environment in which the challenge occurs. For example, Law (2002, p.642)
suggests that a challenge that’s “just right” contributes to the experience of
meaningful participation, which leads to multiple positive outcomes, including
positive functionality and mental and emotional wellbeing. The author also
relates meaningful participation to the Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of “flow”
(Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre, 1989, cited in Law, 2002). At the same time, being
immersed in the “flow” of the process is related to the idea of enjoying oneself
and having fun. For example, Lee found himself very engaged in the activities
during a university campus visit; one of the activities involved getting to know
the campus area by finding the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. For Lee, the “best
thing” was when they got lost:

“…It was fun cause... We got to see more of the building... Took the
wrong direction, ended up walking round and that, trying to find out way
back”

Some of the participants also view Aimhigher in terms of sense of achievement
that activities bring to the young people. For example, Michael recalls that all the
students were “high when they come through the process; it lasted, felt good
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afterwards and we can refer back to that”. This is a good example of how sense
of purpose and sense of achievement contribute to being in the flow and
experience of meaningful participation. Michael’s words also indicate that the
practices used by Aimhigher were beneficial in a wider multi-agency context.
Interestingly, the idea of appropriate challenge goes in parallel with another,
quite different concept - that is, the one of the “level playing field”. This mainly
comes from the interviewed practitioners, when they provide explanations of
how Aimhigher operates. Anne reflects on how much more comfortable the
students felt due to the fact that everybody was equally new to the experience:

“What was really important for their self esteem is that they all started
on a level playing field… Something none of them had ever done before.
Different ages and different abilities, but they all started at the same
point... that really helped”

Anne’s words may also draw attention once again to the earlier discussion of the
activities not being academic-focused (although in an academic setting and
involved students and teaching staff from further or HE). Making the activity “not
like school” potentially removes the competition in an area that may be
problematic and stressful for many vulnerable young people (Berridge et al.,
2003). Arthur finds it positive that the activities were accessible for everyone in
his group and

“… Involved everyone really well… I did not expect it to be very dynamic,
but we were very involved”.

As the quotations in this chapter demonstrate, the group work element seems to
matter to both young people and practitioners: every participant in the study
mentions group work in the positive light. Another element that is present
throughout the chapter is the interactive and practical nature of most activities.
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Both elements are grounded in theories of social learning and experiential
learning, explored in Chapter 2. Learning new skills and expanding one’s
awareness of self and others features strongly in young people’s accounts. Jodie
describes her Aimhigher experience as

“… Trying out new things, meeting new people and getting to know your
expectations...”

Similarly, Kevin’s opinion was that one of the key features of Aimhigher is the
fact that

“…They are also working in groups and interacting with each other in
different ways than they normally would in a learning environment. This
is really helpful for them as well… adds to their confidence”.

According to another teacher, Kate, team work “instils confidence in them, a
sense of achievement, to see the finished work”. Team work is particularly
important for vulnerable children, whose social skills may have been affected by
trauma and adversity, as well as stigma and alienation. As Becky (teacher in
alternative education) explains,

“A lot of them don’t like meeting new people… Perhaps they would
choose not to speak to someone they did not know, or assume that they
… would be judged in the bad light. But they’ve been shown that not
everyone is like that”.
Sarah’s observation of how looked after young people find it during Aimhigher
activities is not dissimilar:
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“They are all in the same boat there, no best mate next to you, they are
forced by the situation to socialise and make friends with different
people”
Alongside social learning, experiential learning plays a big role the way young
people engage with Aimhigher and the process of the activity itself. Young
people remember hands-on, practical activities most vividly: tractor driving,
assault course, problem solving challenges, making collages. Feedback forms in
the ‘satellite’ context reveal that the participants’ favourite part of the activity is
“getting messy”. In the interview, Zamir’s best memory was playing rounders on
a rainy day:
“… There was so much rain, water everywhere. We played rounders.
Spencer gave me a piggy back. That was fun”
What emerges from these stories is the way the activities were structured and
delivered, which makes Aimhigher different from a classroom setting. This makes
staff an important part of the interaction. For example, Tony connects the sense
of fun with the sense of freedom, promoted by Aimhigher facilitators:

“There was lots of fun involved, you learn to do your own things,
normally you are not allowed to do that. You gave us a bit of freedom”

It is important to mention here that one of the features of Aimhigher initiative
was employing HE students, who could act as role models. These students, (often
referred to as ‘ambassadors’ and, later, ‘associates’) would normally be
representative of the Aimhigher cohort background (groups underrepresented in
HE). As described in Chapter 3, the success of this Aimhigher strand resulted in a
launch of a separate ‘Aimhigher Associates’ scheme, which bordered with
mentoring. Indeed, the satellite context demonstrates that the learners mention
Aimhigher ambassadors (or associates) as an influential group, alongside their
parents and friends, when it comes to making decisions about their future
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education. Research suggests that role models can be a powerful source of
motivation for various groups; it is particularly beneficial for disadvantaged
young people (Armour and Duncombe, 2012). Samantha describes the impact
these undergraduates were having on her students:
“Especially with the mentors –absolutely brilliant, on their level… so
enthusiastic about the young people… That’s another thing that impacted
on the young people - they saw these mentors – doing all this – not for
themselves, for them! They wanted to give to enable, to be aspirational
for the young people”.
Many of Samantha’s students came from the background of extreme
disadvantage, poverty and crime. Too often this means that the young people
may be surrounded by other people “a bit too much like themselves”; Samantha
stresses the importance of interaction with Aimhigher associates as a potential
compensatory factor:

“… With the mentors there was enough outside influence that they don’t
need to be showing off. The ambassadors made a difference”

Sarah’s observations echo Samantha’s words: “they become a family, the staff
and other kids”. Sarah had attended and observed several residential events for
looked after children and care leavers and is confident that

“… Aimhigher Associates are important role models… They built realistic
expectations… there is aspiration but also practicalities”
Overall, the interview data demonstrates that Aimhigher staff and
undergraduates acting as mentors made a big impact on the delivery of the
activities and at least half of the young people. This is in the background of other
evidence that highlights that Aimhigher contributed to the young people’s
experiences and, potentially, future outcomes. There were, however, other
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factor, and, most definitely agencies, providing support and guidance to looked
after children and those in alternative education.
Aimhigher in the multi-agency context
As discussed in Chapter 3, the Aimhigher initiative was set up outside the already
existing structures, such as compulsory education and the care system, which
meant that the success of targeting and the actual running of the activity relied
on links with other agencies. Therefore, Aimhigher relied heavily on partnerships
and acted as a broker between HE and multiple gatekeepers, including schools
and colleges, local authorities, charities and training providers (Judkins et al.,
2005). The combination of close partnership work, HE remit and having to find
effective tools to deliver the programme to the disaffected and the disengaged
presents a complex landscape of service provision with potential gaps and
overlaps.

Firstly, it is important to say that this research highlights examples of successful
collaboration between Aimhigher and other agencies. Indeed, the research itself
is an illustration of well-established relationships between the initiative and
several providers and gate keepers that participated in the study. Moreover, the
interviewed practitioners are very positive about this cross-sector work and the
cumulative effect it can achieve. The words of virtual school head Sarah provide
a helpful illustration:
“There are lots of services that have been of great help –Connexions,
other service providers, social services. And there are role models in all
those services and we all reinforce the message”
Femi’s story is a good example of this collaborative work in practice. He recalls
that there was a whole support network of professionals around him at the time
when he “got in trouble”:
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“When I did stuff with Aimhigher, I had other people… they’d all invite me
to activities, to make sure I am achieving and keeping away from trouble”
Similarly, Sandra believes that Aimhigher plays an important role in giving some
of the excluded young people the motivation to do well. Several young people
from this unit went on Aimhigher trips; in this instance, Sandra is speaking about
a mentoring scheme delivered at the unit by Aimhigher associates:
“[ Aimhigher] … gives them the confidence to be that independent person
to get back into school... Obviously we support them through it, but....
Chris is back in school and was on the programme... Carla, she’s making
her way back into school, she is a very positive young lady at the
moment. She talks about what she wants to do, and how she’s going to
do it, that sort of thing… We do careers advice, that sort of thing, but it’s
another avenue for them”
Sandra’s and Femi’s accounts demonstrate how effective multiagency work can
bring very positive results for the young people and for the organisations.
However, accounts like Femi’s are rare; often, where multiagency work is
present, both young people and practitioners give their preference to Aimhigher.
John, who was instrumental in referring many children from the care system to
Aimhigher, admits that although the young people are
“… All supported by social workers, Connexions advisers, Aimhigher…
actually gets to the young people more”.

The explanations for this vary. For example, John refers to mechanisms of
information delivery and potentially distribution of resource within Aimhigher in
comparison with social services. John also makes a connection between the
interventions and young people’s future outcomes:
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“The messages from Aimhigher sound more real. The reality of the
situations and experiences is a much better tool than giving them a leaflet
or saying, ‘this is what you could do’… Yes, that’s what I would say in
terms of their opportunities and outcomes”.
In fact, all practitioners in the study highlighted the importance and the positive
impact of the experiential nature of the activities. Both social services and
teaching staff also reflect on the fact that the support around academic
aspirations does not filter through to the young people who access their services.
Stephen’s story comes to mind, when he was advised to go into bricklaying as he
did not do very well academically. It transpires from the interview data, that
Aimhigher may have been the only agency conveying the message of HE
opportunities to the participants of the study:
“It becomes more real, they have access to university, having a look at it,
being a part of it for a time, using university facilities. That it’s not
necessarily just an academic place, but they can do more vocational
courses, but at a degree level, it is important”.
Anita’s words reinforce this message; after attending a residential event
organised at a local FEC, she recalls the impact it had on her and her peers:
“It had a knock-on effect for a lot of people, a lot of kids afterwards
realised... especially going to [FEC], such a good idea… We did a lot of
practical things, it showed that not all is down to writing and we did a lot
of things that involve practical talent, like photography... and it puts in
their mind, that there are different things to appreciate”.

Alongside this positive message, however, Anita also speaks about the support
she received in comparison with social services: she speaks of receiving very little
support from “overworked social workers” and the disappointment of having to
“do her own research” on available opportunities. Likewise, Stephen’s
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experience is that “some social workers may not say everything to us, what we
are eligible for”. Another care leaver, Carl simply states that he had “more
support from Aimhigher than social services”. The message here, therefore, is
that at least some of this support comes down to the provision of correct and
timely information, advice and guidance to the young people who have already
been disadvantaged and often disengaged. For example, for Jodie, the most
important thing about Aimhigher residential was
“…Getting to know the real life... Getting good advice. Like if you have a
specific problem there is someone to talk about it”.

These statements lead to several important points. On one hand, Aimhigher
acted as a source of support, encouragement and guidance for these young
people, which helped them in their development. On the other hand, however,
despite evidence of successful collaborative work between agencies, it seems
that by delivering its remit, Aimhigher filled the gaps in provision from other
services. An example of this is providing information to looked after children,
care leavers around their post-compulsory options and, most importantly,
financial support that they are entitled to. This finding points to potential lack of
knowledge amongst the social workers and carers or lack of resource to make
this knowledge available.

Similarly, it seems that young people who were accessing education in AP were
not often presented with an opportunity to find out more about college and
university. Of course, it is important to acknowledge that a HE route is not for
everyone and other options are as viable, especially considering the cost of
university degrees and the current state of economy (Williams, 2013). However,
the important message here is for the young people to have access to all options
available to them and be able to make an informed choice - which they may have
been denied. It is also useful to point out that knowing one’s options is not the
212

solution to all the problems: broadening young people’s awareness and
aspirations may be the start, but is definitely not the end of the journey. Young
people’s needs should then be appropriately supported to match their
aspirations and to give them equal chances in life. However, as Chapter 6
demonstrates, this was far from reality for many young people in the sample instead, the majority reported lack of appropriate support from school and social
services.

On the positive note, however, the practitioners were interested in adopting
some of the practices, in particular, the teaching staff in an alternative school:
“Seeing how they worked in that sort of format… We are thinking of using
some of those things in what we do… “
(Becky)
The professionals at Becky’s school were very positive about using group work as
a method of content delivery; they also appreciated how well the students
responded to the interactive and play-like nature of Aimhigher activities. This is
generally supported by other practitioners in the study: for example, John and
Sandra highlighted the fact that looked after children and those placed in AP do
not often get involved in organised group interaction. Similarly, advice and
guidance by other services, such as Connexions, is generally delivered on a oneto-one basis. However, this finding comes with a disclaimer: although the
practitioners were clear on the benefits of the Aimhigher activities, not all of
them felt that they could embed them easily. It is possible that Becky’s school
had the capacity to embed some of the practices due to its status. This particular
school was a not-for-profit organisation and had more freedom in designing and
delivering their curriculum. It may be more difficult for a mainstream school or
social services would be able to incorporate new practices freely and speedily
due to regulations and funding constraints. Indeed, the literature suggests that
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alternative schools often have more freedom and flexibility when it comes to
curriculum design and delivery (Kilpatrik, McCartan and McKeown, 2007;
Gutherson, Davies and Daszkiewicz, 2011).

In fact, the same can be said about Aimhigher. The broad remit of Aimhigher and
the flexibility of the funding allowed for the initiative to collaborate with
partners, funded by different funding streams and as a result, reach out to so
many different groups using a variety of methods (HEFCE, 2004; McCaig and
Bowers-Brown, 2007). For example, Sarah named several events organised in
collaboration with Aimhigher - she believed they were extremely beneficial for
looked after children but would not be possible without the initiative’s funds.
This also included having the resource and flexibility to respond to the young
people’s needs quickly where other channels of provision were scarce:
“Aimhigher is very successful because it’s flexible... Aimhigher to me is
always going the extra mile…The funding was amazing - [it] helped so
much!”

Indeed, Aimhigher seemed to be able to reach where other services could not for a number of reasons. As illustrated by Sarah’s account, WP remit stretched
above and beyond some of the traditional methods of inspiring young people. It
is not surprising, perhaps, that these activities had wider impact than just
academic-related outcome. However, the same flexibility and “permissibility”
has also been criticised in literature, as it was not always possible for partners to
demonstrate that the funds were directed in accordance with Aimhigher remit.
As an example, some schools used Aimhigher funding to purchase computers,
pay for staff cover and transport (York Consulting, 2007).

Another thread coming through in this study is the issue around targeting
mechanisms, which, ultimately, determine, who participates in the activity. As
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discussed in Chapter 3, all young people from a care background were eligible for
any Aimhigher intervention. Similarly, many students from alternative education
would come under various eligibility categories (including disability, learning
difficulties and socio-economic disadvantage). In practice, being a broker-type
partnership, Aimhigher had to rely on other partners who had direct access to
the learners and learner data. In practice it meant, that Aimhigher approached
social services and education providers with a view to select students who would
benefit from a certain intervention. For most looked after young people, a social
worker would make a judgement and then issue a letter of invitation to a specific
young person. For young people in AP, a school member of staff would act as
messenger for Aimhigher; in some instances, an Aimhigher representative was
invited to speak to a selected group of students.

There were a number of issues connected to this process: firstly, many looked
after young people stated that “they did not know what to expect”, and that the
information that was given to them was very scarce. One care leaver (Rowena)
was invited to a residential on independent living, only to find herself on a
residential for younger LACYP. Although she still found it very enjoyable and
valuable, the fact still remains that she was misinformed. This apparent lack and
incoherence of communication is not helpful, as providing correct information
and more efficient matching would produce better outcomes for the young
people – and make it more likely that young people would participate.

Similarly, alternative providers expressed the view that it is sometimes difficult
for them to find several students who would be interested, or ready to take part
in a scheme that is focused around further and HE provision. The difficulty here
was the mismatch of the nature of AP (small student numbers) and Aimhigher
remit (the majority of provision was expected to be on group level, including
Associates scheme and residential events). This sometimes resulted in
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alternative providers having to include students with particularly complex needs,
who would affect the progress of others.

In the background of the debate around targeting and funding issues, however, it
is clear that many young people benefited from activities organised by
Aimhigher. Although the initiative ceased to exist in its original form, the plans to
embed its best practice could make sure that the learners’ experiences and
outcomes are enhanced. The best practice would be embedded in the already
existing provision structures, which would be done mainly through the local
authorities (Aimhigher North Yorkshire, 2008). And again, this is supported, by
the staff in this study willing to enhance their current practices based on what
they saw Aimhigher do. However, this development was severely undermined by
a series of public cuts that followed the closure of Aimhigher. In fact, the
practitioners and young people were interviewed around the time when local
authorities and schools were facing multiple redundancy measures, which
affected mainstream schools, social services and AP. Sarah’s account provides a
vivid illustration of the impossibility of other services supporting the young
people in the way Aimhigher did:

“..It takes for things to develop and take direction... We now have bare
bones of the service, we say all this, this is important, etcetera, but there
is not resource to do it, many people left... Bring back Aimhigher, it has
seriously left a big gap”.
Sarah’s words paint a stark picture of reality that the services, and therefore, the
young people are facing. This includes not only the public sector, but also
charitable provision. Despite the policy makers calling for “further clarification
about, and further endorsement of, the use of public funding for wide-ranging,
non-traditional activities and support services” (Walker and Donaldson, 2010,
p.69), the evidence suggests that in reality, children and young people in the UK
get less opportunities that will help them progress (Malik and Butler, 2010; NCB,

216

2011; The Guardian, 2013a). Therefore, not only the Aimhigher practice could
not be embedded, it seems, vulnerable young people may have been left with
less support than they had before Aimhigher. This raises serious concerns as to
what capacity there is left to protect the experiences of the participants’ young
peers.
Conclusion
The discussion in this chapter demonstrates that taking part in Aimhigher
initiative had a positive impact on most young people in the sample. There is
evidence that suggests that Aimhigher contributed to raising education-related
awareness and aspirations of the group. In certain instances, both learners and
professionals reported improved attendance and attainment as a result of
Aimhigher experience.

The interventions Aimhigher provided to young people from care and alternative
education fit with one of the key messages of the ECM agenda, namely, “enjoy
and achieve”. The notion of enjoying one’s experience is often lost in both policy
and structured practice. Engaging young people in education in a way that is
meaningful to them has potential to achieve bigger and better results for the
young people and the system on the whole. This is particularly relevant for the
groups whose access to opportunities is blocked and who may be disillusioned in
the education and care system.

The findings of the study demonstrate that the influence of Aimhigher activities
went outside the remit of this initiative: young people reported increased levels
of confidence and overall aspiration; there is also evidence of the participants’
increased levels of self-awareness, social competence and independence. These
are all very valuable outcomes for the young people in the group as they
contribute to the building of resilience in an individual.
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The exploration into the mechanisms of achieving these positive outcomes
points to a combination of tools and approaches utilised by Aimhigher. One of
the messages that came from both young people and practitioners is around
Aimhigher being “different” from the environments and provision that is on
offer. Interactivity and group work seems to be an important element of the
interventions, particularly in view of the fact that both children in care and in
alternative education are not offered opportunities that involve interactions with
peers from similar background. The principles of experiential and social learning
also contributed to the success of the experience. Additionally, presence of
relatable role models, such as undergraduates is viewed as a contributing factor.

It is important to remember, however, that Aimhigher was a part of the provision
around the young person; other agencies that, arguably, were placed to be in
closer contact with the participants, include social services, schools, career
advisors and the like. Indeed, there is evidence that in some instances these
collaborations were effective in supporting the young people and acting as a
protective factor. However, many young people in the sample stated that
Aimhigher staff and ambassadors often provided more information and support
than other services. There were also instances, where Aimhigher seemed to be
filling the gap created by another IAG provider. This finding points to gaps and
inefficiencies within other systems including social services and mainstream
schools.

Reasons for these discrepancies are varied. On one hand, flexible partnership
approach exercised by Aimhigher allowed for innovative and speedy solutions to
meeting young people’s needs. On the other hand, inflexibility and scarcity of
resource within structures governed by the local authorities made the
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comparison more evident. The situation was exacerbated by a series of public
cuts; termination of Aimhigher was one of the first events in this process. The
change in the political landscape, which resulted in severely under-resourced
public and charitable sector, made it challenging to embed best practice
accumulated by Aimhigher partnerships.
This study clearly demonstrates the positive difference initiatives like Aimhigher
can achieve in supporting vulnerable young people. Participants’ accounts
provide a detailed picture of what works in building their resilience and
contributing to better life outcomes. Whether Aimhigher methods are replicated
by the existing services or a new, impartial provision is created, is secondary. The
primary concern is that the support and guidance - or, indeed, the lack thereof is
affecting the young people’s experiences every day, adding to the stresses, or
the protective factors in their already challenging lives.
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8 Journeys of resilience

Introduction
In the previous chapters, the discussion has been focused around the changes in
the lives of nineteen young people from the care system or alternative
education, and the part Aimhigher initiative played in contributing to the change.
Chapter 6 outlined multiple journeys that the young people embark on when
they make transitions through adolescence, care system and education. It has
been established that these transitions are complex, interconnected and often
riddled with difficulties. Chapter 7 presented a detailed exploration of the
elements that constituted the whole of Aimhigher interventions and the impact
that the latter had on the participants.

Indeed, the research evidence points to the fact that overall both young people
and practitioners often saw Aimhigher experience as instrumental in shaping
their pathways. The participants report a change in their self awareness,
aspirations and confidence levels. For some, Aimhigher helped on the way to
higher qualifications; for others, it opened their eyes to the opportunities and
acted as an encouragement to take them.

It is important to remember, however, that Aimhigher experience took place in
the background of many other events and processes, which had both positive
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and negative effect on the young people’s overall development. These
interconnected events and processes include movement in and out of care,
education-related experiences, lost and newly formed relationships and the
participants’ individual characteristics. All these factors construct a complex
environment, which interacts with the young person at each given moment and
over time. Too often, however, the services in place have the tools and processes
to support single domains of the child’s life, rather than being able to see the
whole picture. A resilience framework provides scope for taking multiple events
and processes into consideration and thus understanding this interaction as an
on-going dynamic process. This brings the discussion to the third research
question, which focuses on the young people’s life trajectories as journeys of
resilience and Aimhigher experience as one of the building blocks.

As outlined in Chapter 2, the two necessary elements for building resilience are a
presence of risk and evidence of coping with, or overcoming the risk with a
potential for a positive outcome. So far in this study it has been argued that
despite facing multiple challenges and setbacks, the data demonstrates that
young people’s perceptions of themselves and their lives are more positive than
they were in the past. In fact, at the time of the interview some of them were
achieving more than is statistically expected of vulnerable young people in their
circumstances. This includes, in particular, the care leavers who were applying to
go to university or were already in HE. One of the aims of this study, therefore, is
to establish what contributed to these positive outcomes despite the adversity.

This chapter argues that despite the risks and stresses, the journeys of the
nineteen participants can, and should be seen as extraordinary and resilient. The
discussion focuses on the cumulative impact of several factors, both acting as
stressors and protectors. Additionally, the subjective meaning of these factors is
explored. The discussion also focuses on the importance of key events in the
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young people’s lives, which present specific turning points in their trajectories.
Finally, Aimhigher experience is positioned within this complex landscape as one
of the key contributing factors.

Internal journeys of resilience
So far the discussion has focused mainly around the external factors in the young
people’s lives, as well as the impact of these factors as reported by the young
people. This includes events, processes and people that form a part of their
ecology. It has been established that to arrive where they are today, the young
people had to play their part in complex interactions with their environments.
While the actual events, experiences and support networks are a more tangible
part of the interaction, the internal processes may be less evident, in particular,
from the point of view of practice and policy. These internal processes represent
changes in participants’ personal attributes and contribute to the understanding
of the overall concept of resilience.

With regards to these personal changes, Chapter 7 offers participants’
descriptions of changes in their self-perceptions. Changes in the young people’s
behaviours and attitudes correspond with the internal resilience domains, such
as their confidence, self-awareness and generic aspirations (Riddell, 2010). Other
internal characteristics that are used to measure resilience are emotionality, selfefficacy and locus of control as well as social competence (Gullotta, 2008; Malti
and Perren, 2012). The changes described in this section are important not only
in terms of building resilience; they also point to developments of one’s identity,
or identities (Edwards and McKenzie, 2005; Davis and Reed, 2013). These
messages around identity transformation echo other studies on Aimhigher
participation and impact (Hatt, Baxter and Tate, 2008; 2009).

222

As described in the previous chapter, the findings from the study point to the
fact that one of the biggest changes in the young people occurred around their
social competence. All the young people stated that they find it easier to meet
new people and to make new friends. Many of them connect these skills with
generally being more confident. For example, Rowena states that she is
“A bit more outgoing than I was, definitely more confident than I was, I
wanna be more involved, like, I don’t wanna be the one that sits in the
corner any more… I’ve realised that by talking to other people I can learn
a lot”
Indeed, this is a big change in comparison to the younger Rowena, who did not
like speaking to people:
“Did not like it at all, I would avoid it if I could… When I was a foster kid, I
never really got an opportunity to meet new people… If I could sit in the
corner and not talk to anyone, I would”.
Other young people in the sample report similar changes. Arthur describes
himself as “definitely more outgoing”. For Amelie, being able to meet new
people is connected to having an open mind:
“My self-confidence has dramatically gone up. Before I didn’t know who
to trust, now everybody’s different … [Before] I was angry with the world.
I was really narrow-minded, I thought I had enough people around me; I
didn’t need nobody else… I love meeting people now. I am so openminded compared to how I was when I was younger”

For others, the change in their social skills was not as dramatic. For example,
Tony says that his ability to speak to other people has “probably gone up a little
bit” but this is something he admits to generally struggling with. The same is true
for Lee. Both boys were attending a school for pupils with learning disabilities
and emotional and behavioural difficulties. As it is generally recognised that
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students with complex needs have particular difficulties around social
competence, this small change is very encouraging (Wear and Gray, 2003). Social
competence is often linked with emotional competence and plays an important
role in adolescent development (Gullotta, 2008; Malti and Perren, 2012). John’s
words about Stephen illustrate this phenomenon:
“Stephen has calmed down, interacts more effectively with both peers
and adults, and he has a specific career plan which he seems to be
following very well”
John also supports Amelie’s earlier statement that reflects how her emotionality
and temperament changed over time. His memory of Amelie when she was
younger is a memory of a girl who was
“…Chaotic, unconfident, emotional… if she got upset she would either be
angry and aggressive, or quite introvert and down”.
However, the picture of Amelie at the time of the interview is very different:
“Amelie has become more mature, she’s worked on her interaction with
people… More stable… She’s got positive outlook for the future now”

Likewise, Claire provides an explanation how her emotionality changed in
describing how she reacted when her birthday celebration did not go as planned:
“Last year, I would cry and cry and cry… Now I just have just one day
when I am down and the next day it’s fine… I know how to pull myself
back up. Before I could not do that at all”

Research suggests that temperament and emotionality are, in fact, not just
predetermined by biological influences but are equally shaped by young people’s
experiences (Li-Grining, Pittman and Chase-Lansdale, 2003; Wachs, 2006).
Considering the challenges the participants of the study had to overcome, it is

224

not surprising that they often felt depressed, angry and emotional. For example,
it is recognised that frequent moving and instability, insufficient support and lack
of secure attachment are linked to difficulties in developing emotional
competence (Furnivall, 2011). At the same time, there is evidence that despite
the difficulties, some of the young people managed to develop their social and
emotional skills successfully. As positive emotionality and balanced
temperament contribute to building resilience (Wear and Gray, 2003), the
accounts of the young people and practitioners suggest that some of the
participants had a positive change in the way they respond to external events.

Another area that showed improvement in terms of resilience is young people’s
aspirations, both academic and in general. High aspirations are an important
ingredient in achieving positive outcomes in life, including education and
employment (Gutman and Akerman, 2008). The notion of aspirations (and high
aspirations in particular) is of somewhat dual nature, when it comes to
marginalised groups in society, including looked after children. On one hand, the
issues around lower level of achievement and positive outcomes amongst
vulnerable young people are well documented. On the other hand, however, it
has also been recognised that one’s aspirations are often determined by access
to opportunities. Moreover, there are reasons to suggest that young people have
dreams and aspirations, however, lack of recognition and support means that
these dreams and aspirations do not get realised (Creegan, 2008; NCAS, 2010).
The findings of this study echo the themes of disadvantage, providing a picture
dominated by lack of provided opportunity. This comes through in the interview
with Samantha:
“Anything that can take their blinkers off can only be a good thing. They
are so narrow in their views, they have their little bubble that they live in,
it’s a very strong bubble. All they need is to be given an idea that possibly
they can – then they can run with that idea”

225

Samantha links aspiration to self-awareness and understanding one’s own worth.
She shares her observation of one particular activity (during an Aimhigher event),
in which the young people had to reflect on their past and plan their future:
“The Tree of life … looked at where you’ve come from, where you are
now, how you can progress and who can help you. It made all of them a
lot more self aware. That was one of the big things – their self awareness.
And their aspiration, because it was aspirational”.
With regards to the young people’s journey through life, Samantha provides an
optimistic view of where they were at the time of the interview. Their lives are
far from being trouble-free; however, their experiences seemed to be filled with
a little more positivity, hope and sense of direction:
“I spoke to Calvin and Wendy, really happy and enjoying the course;
Melanie... She wants to totally change direction… we said you must stick
this out for a year, to prove you can stick with something… She’s
determined not to be a young mum. She knows where she wants to go
now”.

In line with Samantha’s observation, many young people in the study spoke of
feeling more motivated, having a sense of direction. Research evidence suggests
that having aspirations at an early age contributes to building of emotional
strength and resilience in young people (Flouri and Panourgia, 2012; MacConville
and Rae, 2012). Despite their circumstances, all young people gave an indication
of being hopeful about their future, even though the levels of the optimism were
varied. Indeed, each young person was facing different circumstances; whilst
some were enjoying the anticipation of moving on with their life and the
opportunities it may bring, others were facing higher uncertainty. This is true for
at least two young people, namely, Saleem, whose future in the UK was
unknown, and Zamir, who was getting over the effects of the incorrect age
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assessment and renewed contact with his birth parent. This said, Zamir reported
that Aimhigher experience gave him more confidence; Saleem was hopeful to get
qualifications and a career.

Saleem’s example highlights yet again the issue of aspirations versus
opportunities. Indeed, not being able to access opportunities presents a real
problem for many young people in the sample and many more like them. There
is, however, an interesting theme that comes through in this study: the
interconnection of the young people’s attitudes and availability of support and
opportunities. Indeed, several young people in the sample reported that they did
not feel there was much in terms of support and opportunities; this is supported
by messages in the literature (Creegan, 2008; NCAS, 2010). At the same time,
several young people, in particular, older participants who left care reported that
at the time of the interview they felt that they were more likely to access
support and opportunities. For example, Amelie states that the opportunities in
her life
“… have always been there. I can now see them clearly and take them”.

Similarly, Anita’s account echoes Amelie’s words. Having gone through care and
education without seeing much support and encouragement, Anita had to “do
her own research” to access education and developmental opportunities she
aspired to:
“you can create as many opportunities as you want, it’s my responsibility
to create opportunities for myself”
This finding points to the changes around young people’s sense of agency and
locus of control. However, individuals from marginalised groups may experience
“bounded agency” (Evans, 2002), limited by wider societal inequality and
disadvantage. A sense of agency and locus of control are also connected with
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self-esteem and confidence and play an important role in resilience building
(Gilligan, 2009). It has been well documented in the literature that vulnerable
young people do not feel that their being heard; similarly, this is supported by
the evidence that not enough effort is made to give these young people a voice
(Winter, 2006; McLeod, 2007). Young people’s stories demonstrate that being
supported is as important as being able to participate in decisions that affect
their current and future experiences. The care leavers in the study speak
positively of feeling in control of their choices. For Claire, moving back to where
her support network was based and being able to access education and training
opportunities changed the way she felt about her life:

“I am very happy now... Before I wasn’t in control of my life, I was in hell.
Now, I made it the way I want it to be... it’s been a good year. I am very
excited about what the future holds...”

Similarly, another care leaver, Carl recalls that although he did not receive
enough support from social services in the past, he perceived himself as a person
who is in control of his own choices:

“I had more support from Aimhigher than Social services… I realised I
don’t have to lean on that support. I grew up; I stopped believing that
people owe me everything”.

Amelie’s perception of herself at the time of the interview has also changed; her
words demonstrate newly found maturity, responsibility and internal locus of
control:

“I am becoming an adult and I move out into my new home, have to
provide for myself.... I will still have support around me but there’s not
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going to be a guardian there, where, if I get in trouble, they take the
blame. It’ll be me, full adult, taking the blame”.

Several young people in the sample have also exhibited trends of relational
agency, whereby the young people felt empowered to help others on their
journeys. Research suggests that one’s capacity for relational agency is linked to
identity formation and to building resilience (Edwards and McKenzie, 2005). The
findings pointing to the expression of relational agency mainly belong to the
older participants of the study, all of who are also care leavers. For example, not
long before the time of the interview Amelie and Stephen were members of the
Children’s Panel meetings, organised by their LA. Amelie also described how she
liked helping her brother, using the information that Aimhigher provided her
with. This finding is supported by John’s reflection:
“She has come out with more confidence and skills associated with
presentation and offering other young people motivation and choices
they did not have before”
Similarly, Rowena spoke about helping others through the voluntary projects she
took part in:
“I did one [voluntary project] when I was at Sixth Form where we raised
money for an orphanage… The one I am doing at the minute is a sort of
arty project for young people...about experience in care and stuff…We
are going out to youth groups and doing work with them. We are helping
other people through doing them”.

The insights into the lives of Amelie, Rowena, Stephen and other care leavers in
this study present valuable information for research, policy and practice, as the
information on experience post-care is relatively scarce (Duncalf, 2010). These
accounts in particular paint a vivid complex picture of how the young people
grow and develop over the years, in and outside the care system. The same can
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be said for the participants who do not come from care background; overall,
however, the descriptions of change are more detailed for the older participants.
This can be explained by the fact that the time frame for exploration was
generally longer for those aged 18-20.

Notwithstanding of age, young people’s stories present nineteen unique
journeys of resilience, constructed of the participants’ interactions with their
environments. The findings in this chapter correlate with the discussion in
Chapter 6, which focuses on the participants’ perceptions of self. These positive
changes indicate that despite many adverse circumstances most participants’
lives were turning for the better. For others, there were still major uncertainties;
however, they, too, reported improvements across certain resilience domains. Of
course, no child or adult can be resilient in every domain (NCH, 2007);
furthermore, risk and protective factors are subjective, as well as their
interpretation and impact. It is important to acquire deeper understanding of the
ecology around the young person and their interaction with events, processes
and people within.

Risk and protective factors: clusters and chain reactions
As demonstrated in the previous chapters, the nineteen young people in this
study had to face multiple adversity early in life. Their journeys through care and
education have been filled with lack of understanding of their complex needs,
insufficient, or mismatched professional support, frequent movement and
instability. Moreover, only a few had strong support networks to rely on in
moments of difficulty. Many report feeling stigmatised as a result of their status
as a looked after child, or someone who could not cope in mainstream
education.
These are very serious and very real circumstances of real children and young
people, which provide an explanation of their recognised vulnerability. However,
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it is recognised in literature that adverse circumstances have to be present in
order for resilience to occur (Masten et al., 1990, cited in Luthar, Cichetti and
Becker, 2000). In other words, the way the young people coped with these
challenges determines the resilient capacity they possess. As described in
Chapter 2, although single events have an impact, it is the cumulative effect of
several stressors that has the most adverse effect on one’s resilient capacity.
Similarly, these can be compensated or outweighed by single, or clustered
positive factors. Combinations of factors may vary and can be comprised of
several environmental, family-related factors and individual characteristics.

For example, as shown in Appendix 1, Amelie’s story of her past life features a
cluster of negative factors, including the death of her grandfather, instability of
being in a children’s home, school exclusion, being a part of the “wrong crowd”
and lack of academic support. She also describes herself at that time as “angry”,
“emotional”, a “ruthless teenager” who has an “attitude problem”. Whilst the
first group of factors is of external (environmental and family-related) nature,
Amelie’s description of herself points to resilience-related factors of
temperament and negative emotionality. Indeed, it can be argued that her
emotional behaviour was a reaction to the outside events and, ultimately, her
defence mechanism; however, it can be seen as a negative factor as affecting her
wellbeing further.

At the same time, some of these stressors may have been offset by such positive
components as the presence of consistently protective grandmother, and
eventually, moving in with a “supportive” and “direct” foster carer. Around that
time, Amelie also got a supportive social worker. As Amelie got older, the
composition of both positive and negative factors changed, with new ones
emerging (“made a lot of friends in college”; “supportive brother”) and some of
the old ones disappearing (left “wrong crowd”). Some of the domains changed
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their nature, for example, Amelie reports that her self-confidence has
“dramatically gone up”, which has potential to offset some of the negative
impact of feeling stigmatised and “not good enough” as a child in care.

Of course, everyone’s life trajectory is unique, filled with different interactions
between the young person and the wider environment. Lee’s story, for example,
also features an exclusion from school, but other factors surrounding the event
are totally different. As demonstrated in Appendix 1, Lee’s past experiences
feature lack of understanding of his complex needs and therefore support from
school staff, which was followed by several school moves. Lee does not speak
much of the effect these moves had on him, but the effects of the uncertainty
and instability it creates are well documented (Galton, Gray and Ruddock, 1999).
He describes that time as a “bad patch”, during which he “had that mode, had
that rant” that paint a picture of a child in distress; he also mentions that he was
“not going to lessons”.

Apart from the effect of the movements as such, it is important to acknowledge
the stressful experiences that eventually trigger the move (Daniels et al., 2003;
O’Regan, 2010). At the same time, he had a close friend whose friendship lasted
throughout all these difficulties. He also had support of his grandmother, who
had a positive influence on him, which is a protective factor similar to Amelie’s.
At the time of the interview Lee was settling in an alternative school for students
with emotional and behavioural difficulties, which provided a more nurturing
environment for his needs. His friends and his grandmother were present in his
life still, thus maintaining certain stability in his life.

As the examples demonstrate, no one story is the same, even if, on the surface
of it, the young people have undergone a similar experience, such as school
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exclusion, or have a protective factor in their lives, such as a supportive
grandparent. These factors are not stand-alone phenomena; they interact with
other factors in the young person’s life. This said, it is possible to group certain
events and processes into groups, or categories for the purposes of this study. As
outlined in Chapter 2, resilience approach recognises three key domains,
including individual characteristics of the child, family-related factors and the
broader environment, such as the education or the care system (Luthar, Cichetti
and Becker, 2000; NCH, 2007). It is important, however, to apply these domains
to the societal landscape in which children in care and alternative education
operate. These landscapes include the care and the education system and the
related experiences, which affect the participants’ lives across all three domains.

Looking at the interview data through the two prisms - of resilience domains as
well as care and education systems - reveals certain clusters of events and
factors that are helpful in understanding the young people’s experiences. For the
purposes of this study, all environmental and family-related domains can be
presented as two key areas, namely, support networks and opportunities that
are available to the young people through these networks. Gaining deeper
understanding of the nature of support networks and opportunities, as well as
their importance provides policy and practice with useful insights in the
background of the earlier described transitions through care and education.

Support networks
Support networks are a key resilience domain that contributes to the successful
development and growth of a child. These networks can be comprised of family
members, friends, professionals and other supportive adults or peers. In the case
the young people in this study, some of their support networks had been placed
at risk as a result of the processes that follow being taken into care, being
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excluded or placed into alternative education. This is, to say the least, most
disadvantageous for this group as their lives had already been filled with
traumatic events and experiences that would call for more, rather than less,
support and attention. At the same time, having a support network can make all
the difference (Social Work Inspection Agency, 2006; 2006b; Humphrey and
Symes, 2010; Ryan, 2012). As some vulnerable young people may not have many
people to rely on, the support networks in this study include family, friends and
professionals. It also has to be acknowledged that supportive networks can be
perceived as damaging or even abusive. This tension can be highly problematic,
as the literature on foster care makes clear.

As shown in Figure 8:1, the participants’ experiences vary. What is clear,
however, that apart from Stephanie, no other young person in the group
reported having a support network that consisted of family, friends and care and
education professionals. Femi was the only other young person who had a large
circle of support around him most of the time (he lost some of the friendships
along the way). Overall, most of the young people in the sample have people
around them, including friends, family members (including siblings and
grandparents) and professionals. The participants are open about the support
and encouragement they received from people close to them and what an
important role it played.

However, at a closer look the picture is not as optimistic. Out of nineteen
participants, only Stephanie’s support network involves both a social worker and
a school tutor. Furthermore, she states in her interview that apart from the one
tutor, she did not receive any support or encouragement from other teaching
staff. For other young people (whose entries are presented as ‘yes and no’), their
experience varied over time: the support was inconsistent due to movement and
other changes, including other people leaving or even loved ones passing away.
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Of course, certain occurrences are a part of a natural course of life. Nevertheless,
as these young people’s circles of support are relatively small, one person
disappearing may have a dramatic impact on one’s resilience. It is also worth
mentioning that not all of the young people who have support networks were
able to identify someone who they could call a supportive adult in their lives. In
fact, this was the case for five people (Anita, Rowena, Saleem, Davina and
Lorraine). Sadly, Davina and Lorraine had a supportive adult in the past but that
changed due to that person not being there anymore.

Claire, Anita and Rowena stand out for very different reasons, compared to
Stephanie and Femi. All three girls have access to very limited resources when it
comes to people they can rely on. Moreover, the only person they identified as
their supportive adult was someone relatively remote: for Claire, it was her
friend’s mother; For Anita, it was a LA professional. Anita provides a vivid
description of her encounters with other people in her life, some of whom had
direct duty of care for her wellbeing but did not seem to provide it:
“We’ve met the shittiest adults, crap parents, school, overworked social
workers... it creates the individual”.

The third girl, Rowena, mentions her school tutor as a supportive adult. She also
spoke of the support she received from Aimhigher, as do other four young
people in the sample. The latter finding raises particular concerns. Although it
was evident in Chapter 7, that Aimhigher had a positive impact on the vast
majority of the participants, the experience was, in fact, a short-term
intervention, even if a young person took part in several activities. With
Aimhigher being an outside broker type organisation, it would not be possible to
maintain contact and provide ongoing support to the young people in the same
way school staff or social workers do. The only exception is Stephen, who kept in
contact with Aimhigher on his own initiative and participated in several activities.
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The danger is, therefore, is Aimhigher initiative or its staff cannot become a part
of the supportive network by design. For the young person it means that the
connection that was created may not be sustained, thus adding to the lack of
stability in the young person’s life.

The same can be said about the young people whose support networks mainly
consist of professionals, rather than family or social contacts. For example, Ajaz
mentioned that he received support from his family and his tutor. This means,
that when he leaves school there will only be one source of support left; of
course, he may have a large family to fall back on. However, as the stories of
other young people in care illustrate, this is not necessary the case. Most of them
named one family member (mother, grandmother, brother, sister) as a source of
family support.
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Figure 8:1 Supportive networks in young people’s lives
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No

Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no
No

No

Yes
and
no

Social
services
staff (one)

No

Rowena, 18

No

No

Yes

No

One tutor
Aimhigher

No

Saleem, 18

No

Not
reporte
d

Yes

Yes

Yes
and
no
Not
report
ed

Not
reported

Not
reported

Amelie, 18

Not
report
ed
Not
report
ed
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Grandmoth
er

Figure 8:1 (continued) Supportive networks in young people’s lives
Name and
age of
participant

Family
support

Support
from
foster
carer

Friend
s

Social
worker

Educa
tion
profes
sional
s

Support
from other
people

Supportive
adult

Stephanie, 20

Brother

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
and
no

One tutor
Boyfriend

One tutor

Thomas, 15

No

No

Yes

School tutor

Grandmot
her

N/a

One
friend

Not
reported

Grandmoth
er

Davina, 14

Yes
Sister

N/a

Not
reported

Yes and no

Tony, 15

Grandmot
her

N/a

Not
reported

Grandmoth
er

Lorraine, 14

Yes
Sister

N/a

Not
reported

Yes and no

Zamir, 16

No

Not
reporte
d

Not
report
ed
Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no
Not
report
ed

Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no
Yes
and
no

School tutor

Lee, 15

Not
reporte
d
N/a

One
teacher

One
teacher
(different)

N/a

N/a

N/a

Not
reporte
d

It is important for these young people to have large, stable support networks in
order to offset some of the inequality and adversity they face (Ryan, 2012).
Practitioners who are in contact with these children via the care and education
route can play a vital role in enhancing this provision. This can not only be done
by teaching staff and social workers providing an on-going high quality advice,
support and encouragement. For looked after children, of course, social services
play a key role in matching them with their placements and training foster
carers. Moreover, public service providers can enhance personal experiences of
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the young people by supporting their families, where this is possible, and
creating opportunities that foster positive friendships. It will also be important
for key personnel to be alert to changes in a young person’s network, to
recognise the significance of this for the young person and address issues of loss
and change.

Opportunities
Support networks can be a useful resource for developmental opportunities for
the young people. Lack of education and training opportunities for vulnerable
young people has been recognised (The Who Cares Trust, 2012). As Creegan
(2008) points out, truncation of opportunity takes many forms and can be a
result, or a side effect of a multitude of events and processes. The danger is that
it can then become a vicious circle, where adversity and related factors prevent
young people from accessing opportunities; this, in its turn, leads to more
negative life outcomes.

As outlined in Chapter 6, the majority of the young people had difficulty in
describing opportunities they were offered through the education or social care
channels. Some were able to name activities outside school, for example, Arthur,
Stephen and Stephanie were members of Cadets; Zamir and Thomas speak about
playing football in a club. For Rowena, there were opportunities at school but
she was not able to take them as she was catching up on her education after a
long gap in schooling. Rowena’s example is a sharp illustration of how one factor,
such as missing school as a result of placement movement, affected other
aspects of her life once she was back in education. Figure 8:2 provides a
summary of all opportunities mentioned by the young people.
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For some, opportunities were still scarce around the time of the interview. For
example, the only opportunity Alexandra could think of is an invitation from
social services to speak at an event:
“There was this letter, where I get £10 a week to talk about what we’ve
done and how it’s helped us”

It is not surprising perhaps that at least six young people in the sample consider
taking part in an Aimhigher event an “amazing opportunity”. Indeed, as detailed
in Chapter 7, many reported increased confidence and social competence,
increased self awareness and motivation. This evidence suggests that Aimhigher
acted as a developmental opportunity for the participants. As John sums it up,
“Aimhigher has given the young people the opportunities and
information that they may not [otherwise] have had access to”.
Of course, it may be argued that there is an ambiguity with regards to the term
‘opportunity’: what is an opportunity for one child is not necessarily for another.
As Claire puts it, an opportunity can present itself anywhere:
“Even small things, like going out somewhere, is a new opportunity”

Claire’s words point to the conclusion that she is able to take something away
from every situation she encounters; this demonstrates internal characteristics,
such as resourcefulness and flexible ability to learn. However, her words,
together with the overall data on the young people’s access to opportunities,
reveal the scarcity, or even non-existence of opportunities in their lives. In this
regard, two arguments come to mind. Firstly, young people’s stories highlight the
fact that there is either a lack of opportunities for them or they are not being
actively encouraged to participate by the professionals in charge. Another reason
could be that the opportunities that are available do not fit their needs. And
thirdly, as detailed earlier in this chapter (in the ‘Internal journeys of resilience’
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section), this may be linked to other factors, for example, young people’s
perceptions of what is available to them. The latter may be the result of the
change across several resilience domains in the young people’s life, both internal
and external.
Figure 8:2 Opportunities available to the participants of the study
Name and
age of
participant

History of
exclusion or
movement
to a special
school

History
of gaps
in
educati
on or
moving
schools

Opportunities
through education

Opportunitie
s through
care

Opportunitie
s outside
care /
education

Carl , 19

Not reported

Not reported

Not reported

Not reported

Arthur, 20

Not reported

Gaps in
educati
on
Moving
schools

Not reported

Not reported

Cadets
Leadership
course

Stephen, 20

Not reported

Rugby

Not reported

Cadets
Aimhigher

Amelie, 18

Exclusion

Not
reporte
d
Both

Not reported

Not reported

Not reported

Alexandra, 16

Not reported

Not reported

Not reported

Aimhigher

Jodie, 17

Not reported

Not reported

Only one

Aimhigher

Ajaz, 15

Not reported

Sailing

Not reported

Not reported

Femi, 16

Exclusion

Not
reporte
d
Not
reporte
d
Not
reporte
d
Not
reporte
d

Yes

N/a

Family,
friends
Connexions

Claire, 18

Not reported

Both

Not reported

Not reported

Work

Anita, 17

EBD school

Both

Not reported

Not reported

Not reported
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Rowena, 18

Not reported

Both

Yes but could not
take part

Yes post-16

Not reported

Saleem, 18

Not reported

Gaps in
educati
on

Not reported

Not reported

Not reported

Figure 8:2 (continued) Opportunities available to the participants of the study
Name and
age of
participant

History of
exclusion or
movement
to a special
school

History
of gaps
in
educati
on or
moving
schools

Opportunities
through education

Opportunitie
s through
care

Opportunitie
s outside
care /
education

Stephanie, 20

Not reported

Only one at
university

Aimhigher

Cadets
Aimhigher

Thomas, 15

Both

Not
reporte
d
Both

Yes in alternative
education, no in
mainstream
education

Not reported

Football
(youth
centre)

Lee, 15

Both

Both

Yes in PRU, no in a
mainstream school

N/a

Not reported

Davina, 14

EBD school

Not reported

N/a

Aimhigher

Tony, 15

EBD school

Moving
schools
Moving
schools

Not reported

N/a

Aimhigher

Lorraine, 14

EBD school

Moving
schools

Not reported

N/a

Not reported

Zamir, 16

Not reported

School
age
wrongly
assesse
d

Football

Not reported

Not reported
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The key message for policy and practice, however, is that the majority of the
young people did not seem to be able to access developmental opportunities
through either care or education. This is supported by the recommendations
featured in the NICE guidance on the quality of life of vulnerable groups (NICE,
2010). Literature points to a number of factors behind this. As Rowena’s example
demonstrates, movement through the care and education system results in
truncating further the opportunities for the young people (Brodie and Morris,
2009). In addition to this, lack of understanding of the young people’s complex
needs amongst teaching staff often excludes them from developmental
experiences (Hart and Aumann, 2009; Mitchell, 2011). And finally, the low
priority status that the social workers attach to the young people’s academic
progress may be another contributing factor (Kassem, Mufti and Robinson,
2006).

Lack of opportunities is a dangerous factor for the young people who have
already been disadvantaged by their life experiences. As outlined in Chapter 2,
meaningful participation in various developmental activities can act as a strong
protective factor in building their resilience. Taking part in something that has a
meaning to the young person leads to increased levels of confidence, social
competence and other vital resilience domains (Law 2002). Developmental
opportunities are in integral building block of the young people’s overall quality
of life, including emotional, social and economic wellbeing (Costanza et al.,
2007). Creating more inclusive opportunities and actively promoting them to
young people in care and in alternative education shifts the focus on developing
and enhancing their strengths, thus shifting the balance from the risk paradigm.
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Subjectivity of risk and protection
One of the complexities around understanding resilience as a part of human
development is the subjectivity of risk and protection (Arlington and Wilson,
2000; Schoon, 2006). Indeed, participants’ stories demonstrate that the impact
of one and the same event is hardly ever straightforward and one-sided. Moving
school or house, the support networks around the child, even working at a
factory - all of these events and processes carry both risk and protection for the
young person’s overall resilience. For example, Carl, Femi and Amelie realise that
their past friendships may not have been a positive influence on their own
attitudes and behaviours. At the same time, it is possible to imagine, that at a
certain point in their lives there peer groups presented an important support
network for the young people. Carl and Amelie recall moving away and leaving
that “wrong crowd” behind. Indeed, peer groups can have a powerful effect, in
particular, in adolescence (Sweeting et al., 2011).

Likewise, when Arthur’s foster carers moved house, he found it difficult to keep
in touch with his group of friends. At the same time, he found that he was
“getting a much better education” in a new school, which he appreciated. Later
on, when Arthur left care and had to work at a factory in order to support
himself financially, he found it a stressful experience. Having to work many hours
at a young age could also be blocking him from accessing other opportunities,
such as education. However, for Arthur this also meant financial independence
and the motivation he needed to go into HE in order to improve his career
prospects.
These examples demonstrate that alongside the established trends and
meanings in policy and research, the real experiences of the young people are
much more unique, subjective and complex. Despite the obvious difficulties
around capturing such complex realities, it is nevertheless paramount that the
voices of the young people come through.
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Chain reactions and turning points
Another important insight into understanding resilience is the way stressful and
protective events are clustered over time, forming chain reactions. For example,
for Jodie, having supportive foster carers who had high expectations of her
affected her once “average” grades; at the time of the interview, she reported
she was pleased with her high grades at college (as shown in Appendix 1). This
was despite her peers’ opinion that “college is rubbish”; she admits that “the
thing I did wrong is I took their opinion”. She found the Aimhigher experience “a
real challenge” and an opportunity to meet new people. It is possible to assume
that Aimhigher may have strengthened some of her beliefs when it comes to
going to college, however, it would probably not have been possible without the
encouragement and high expectations of her foster carers. Jodie also describes
herself as quite a determined individual, despite also being “shy, quite and
scared”:
“If I think I can do something I will give it a go”.
Therefore, Jodie’s experiences at the time of the interview were the result of a
combination of factors, such as her carers’ support, her own qualities and
external events and influences.

For Claire, her strict foster carers may have helped her to focus on her academic
achievement, however, lack of emotional support from family or foster carers
may have been the reason for her feeling “down, so down”. This combined with
being “stuck” in a different town in a deprived environment made her feel
“almost depressed”. Having to move away separated Claire from the only
support network she had, which consisted of her friend and her friend’s mother,
who Claire called ‘aunt’. Despite this, Claire made a decision to make changes in
her life and move back to the place where she felt comfortable and supported.
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For another young person, Zamir one particular event, namely the mistaken
attribution of his age, had a major effect on his academic attainment as well as
emotional wellbeing. At the same time, his support network consisted of one
supportive adult at his school and a few friends. Although he reports that
Aimhigher experience gave him more confidence, it would, perhaps, be
overambitious to expect that taking part in a three-day residential would offset
the damage that had been created by months of stress.
For others, however, Aimhigher occupied a different place in the chain of life
events. Carl’s story of his academic progression is one of the examples that come
to mind. Tracing back his life journey from the time of the interview reveals that
before he arrived at university, doing a subject he loves, he had to get over
certain milestones. The latter represented a mixture of having a positive support
network, going into college and then getting a confidence boost from taking part
in an Aimhigher event. It is this final boost that helped Carl to make a decision to
change the direction of his academic career and pursue his preferred option performing arts:
“It helped me work out in which direction to go… Focus on my skills”.
Similarly, another care leaver, Stephen, who was finishing college and applying to
university at the time of the interview, states that he would not have been there
“if it wasn’t for Aimhigher”. Although he did not receive sufficient support in
school, having supportive family members and foster carer kept him going; being
on an Aimhigher residential gave him the boost he needed.

The life trajectories in the Appendix 1 demonstrate how complex and different
the young people’s journeys have been to get them where they are today. It is
difficult, if not impossible, for the researcher to establish exactly the factors that
were more, or less important in the young people’s lives. The reason for this is
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the subjectivity of these events and their meanings, as well as the multilayered
effect they have on each other. However, the young people were able to identify
key events that had most impact within the timeframe broadly described as
before and after Aimhigher.

When asked about the key events and people that affected their lives in the time
“since Aimhigher”, the participants have very different answers. The young
people name events which range from independent living, education-related
experiences, taking part in certain experiences (including Aimhigher) and family
events. These milestones in the young people’s lives present turning points,
which are powerful moments that have potential to cause dramatic changes in
one’s life. Turning points are recognised in the resilience literature as vital
components of change, which provide explanation of how resilience is fostered
in most adverse circumstances (King, Brown and Smith, 2003). Research evidence
suggests that turning points carry capacity to disrupt on-going processes caused
by chains of negative events (Edwards and McKenzie 2005; Johnson and Howard,
2007), or in the words of Anita, “break a lot of cycles”.

Similarly, the key people that made an impact on these young people are foster
carers, professionals and mentors. Of course, all of the above are not separate,
stand-alone factors, but points or processes interwoven into the lives of the
young people, together with other events and people. For the care leavers Carl,
Arthur, Saleem and Amelie it was the independence that came with leaving care
post-sixteen. However, they attach a different meaning to this (then) newly
found independence: Carl recalls that leaving the Children’s home made him
“grow up”, Amelie found it tough: having lived for seven years with the same
foster carer, who was “protective” and “direct”, she calls moving into
independence “the biggest step” at the time.
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However, with the challenges of independent living there are other aspects of it,
such as choice as freedom, which came through as a particularly strong message
in the interviews with Saleem and Arthur:
“I prefer living alone... You have your own key… more freedom...”
(Saleem)
“It was my choice to get up for work or stay in bed, or take a day off. I felt
actually independent for a change… Independent living really gave me a
lot of freedom that I had not had before… I was very happy about that”

(Arthur)
Both young men also talk about work as a one of the key experiences in the last
couple of years. Going into work can be challenging for any sixteen year old. For
Arthur, “work was a big thing”, as it made him “more responsible”; he does not
deny how hard he found it however he also refers to it as “an opportunity” to do
things he really wanted to do at that point - see friends that he left behind after
moving, a girl he met not that long before that time and just “go where [he]
wanted”. Arthur also admits at another point in an interview that it was that
hard work at a factory that made him realise that he wants to go to university in
order to improve his career prospects. Saleem’s view is not so different: he is
aware that “in the times, when life is hard and that, and people can’t get jobs,
you need to have education”.

Education is another key influence that comes through for several other young
people. Education is an important part of a young person’s life, associated with
opportunities for progression, self-fulfilment, mastery, friendships and other key
aspects of human development. Education-related experiences can “make or
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break” some young people; gaps in education set many vulnerable young people
back in their development. Carl recalls losing a year of school at fifteen as having
a big impact on his life at a time; at the same time, however, he is aware of the
fact that it helped him “to leave the wrong crowd”. Similarly, Amelie recalls being
kicked out of school for two months as a result of a traumatic event in the family
and the impact it had on her. For Claire it was a slightly different experience: it is
coming back to the local town after a long break from education (as a result of
her having to move away) that has significance. Claire’s social worker referred
her to an alternative education provider and
“Even though it wasn’t doing a lot for me at the time, it gave me that
confidence... showed me something bigger... made me grow in
confidence a lot”.
Claire associates being at the alternative education centre with deciding to go to
university. Although it is impossible to make a direct link to Aimhigher here, she
mentions elsewhere that she was attending sessions delivered by Aimhigher at
that centre. At the same time Saleem is confident that not depending on
Aimhigher he would “still go to college or university… [he] always wanted to do
it”.

In fact, participation in Aimhigher activity is a part of another thread in the “key
events and people” theme: for Stephanie, Rowena and Ajaz (all from care
background) Aimhigher played a key role alongside some other activities that
seem to have acted as a protective factor. Stephanie makes a link between her
confidence and the events she took part in:
“Police cadets and training with the Army… And the Aimhigher
experience… All these made me a lot more confident in what I can do”.
Similarly, for Ajaz, a sailing course that he was chosen for by his school made
quite an impact; Aimhigher experience happened after that. Out of the three,
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Rowena makes the strongest connection between Aimhigher and other
meaningful experiences, namely her newly found streak: fundraising and
voluntary work. In her narrative Rowena does not only link the two experiences
(volunteering and Aimhigher) - she also sees the latter as a path to her increased
confidence, especially when it comes to doing new things and meeting new
people.

With regards to meeting, and relating to other people, Anita’s story stands out as
a sad portrayal of what some of the young people in care may be going through.
Just as Amelie and other young people in the group, Anita had a life that
consisted of endless moving, trying to adjust, make friends and ‘be happy’
everywhere she’d find herself but instead having to be defensive and lonely.
Since engaging with Aimhigher, Anita moved several schools and towns; she talks
of feeling “slightly abnormal” and sad; of not getting on with “normal” young
people in all those new places. Anita found being outside the protective
environment of the alternative school difficult, she felt that in new places,
“everyone was better than me”. She felt deep “inability to relate to people my
age”; she recalls that “it was a struggle to have conversations with people”. On
the positive note, there was a very uplifting experience that was a turning point
for Anita during that difficult time. This turning point came in a form of an
audience reaction to a play that she wrote. Longing for acceptance and
friendship, Anita recalls that
“... I felt an attitude about people, an attitude about the world… Everyone
needs people… Just feeling human… I can’t describe the feeling but it
definitely changed me”.
Anita’s depiction offers an insight into how a turning point can represent an
event that would only be noticeable to the young person. It is also extremely
subjective. Anita’s story is filled with the feeling of loneliness and being different
to the “normal” people. It is, perhaps, then not totally surprising that her turning
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point was about “feeling human”. Alongside this unique experience of belonging,
Anita also describes her Aimhigher experience as having a “knock on effect” in
the chain of events.

Overall, the older participants had more to say with regards to the chains of
events and turning points in their lives. This can be explained by the fact that the
time frame between their Aimhigher experience and the time of the interview
was longer, and their ability to reflect greater. In fact, the six (younger) people
(Jodie, Alexandra, Zamir, Thomas, Davina and Lorraine) who were interviewed
within six to twelve months of their participation in Aimhigher activities could
not name particular events that served as turning points.

However, out of the thirteen young people who spoke about turning points and
key people in their lives, six participants mentioned Aimhigher as one of the key
events in their lives. Interestingly, all six were aged 18-20 and all six were care
leavers (Carl, Amelie, Stephen, Rowena, Anita, Stephanie). For each young
person, Aimhigher experience took place in the background of multiple risk and
protective factors. For some young people, it seems, it added to the cumulative
effect of other protective factors, including support networks and other
opportunities. As Anita describes it, “in a subtle way” Aimhigher “made it kind of
explode”.

Equally, it can be specific personal characteristics that helped a young person get
through severe adversity. For example, this relates to Rowena, a care leaver who
has done very well academically despite an eighteen-month gap around the time
of her GCSE exams. Surprisingly, perhaps, her source of motivation was
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“… The fact that my teachers didn’t expect a lot of me and a lot of people
didn’t. I don’t like failing so I was really determined to do it, to finish… I
was staying up to four or five in the morning to do my coursework. And
then wake up at six to go to school”.

Rowena’s case also highlights yet again the subjectivity of risk and protection. It
can also be assumed that having highly educated sisters and foster carers who
pushed her to do well at school played a certain role. The fact remains, however,
that there are young people who display extraordinary strength despite their
circumstances.
There is a danger, however, that as risk factors accumulate, the young person’s
individual strengths may not be able to withstand this compounded negative
effect. This brings the discussion back to the importance of appropriate, timely
and consistent support for the young people. This support should come in the
shape of support networks and education and training opportunities, delivered
through the already existing channels, such as social services and education
establishment.

Conclusion
Following the discussion around young people’s life trajectories and their
experience of Aimhigher activities, this chapter brought these themes together
under the resilience framework. Despite having to go through adversity and
stress from an early age, the participants demonstrate attitudes and behaviours
that point to the increased levels of resilience. The level and the type of this
resilience-related change vary greatly amongst the participants; this is due to the
unique nature of each young person’s ecology and interactions within. It is
recognised that clustered factors and chains of events have a particularly
powerful impact on individual resilience. This is supported by the young people’s
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narratives about their journeys through care and education, presence or lack of
support networks and opportunities. Young people’s internal characteristics are
also very important and form the internal resilience domain.

What the findings demonstrate, however, is that none of the resilience domains
are static, including young people’s individual attitudes, behaviours and
temperament. The latter can change as a result of the young person’s individual
interpretations of and interactions with the external events, processes and
people. While the complexity of understanding this process in terms of young
person’s development should not be underestimated, the study demonstrates
that increasing the number of protective factors has potential to affect the young
person’s current experiences and future outcomes.

The participants’ stories point to the fact that Aimhigher experiences played an
important role in their development. The impact of their participation varied;
while some young people called it “eye opening” and “life changing”, others
reported arguably less dramatic change, such as increase in social competence.
The study data points to the conclusion that Aimhigher experience had the most
effect where other protective factors were present, such as strong support
networks and other opportunities, as well as individual characteristics of the
participants. In the case of other young people, who reported fewer protective
factors and processes, the change seemed less dramatic. At the same time, the
subjectivity of meanings of risk and protection suggests that an increased
confidence in a young person with complex learning needs is as powerful of an
impact as another participant going to university.

The concept of turning points within resilience framework offers a further
understanding of the role single factors can play within chains of events.
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Interestingly, turning points vary greatly in young people’s narratives, from
reuniting with a long lost friend to working at a factory; a third of the sample
named Aimhigher as a turning point in their lives. Combined with the discussion
in Chapter 7, these findings point to increased levels of social competence,
confidence, self-awareness, aspiration and sense of agency in the young people.
All of these characteristics are linked with building resilience and more positive
life outcomes.
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9 Conclusion

This study has been constructed around the lives and experiences of nineteen
young people. The young people’s participation in Aimhigher activities acted as
a starting point for this study, with the particular focus on the impact that this
experience may have had on their developmental journeys. Both young people
and professionals saw Aimhigher as a very positive experience. The bigger
question, however, concerns young people’s development in terms of resilience,
and whether Aimhigher experience played any part in constructing their journeys
of resilience (as stated in the research question). Indeed, the young people’s
accounts point to both patterns of vulnerability and patterns of resilience. It also
transpires that Aimhigher played a mediating, or protective role by contributing
to one or more resilience domains in young people’s lives.

The findings around young people’s resilience and the role of Aimhigher provide
positive answers to the research questions posed at the start of this project.
Despite the potential limitations of the study, such as convenience sampling, and
the relative ambiguity of the time frame (with regards to the time ‘before’
Aimhigher participation), the key messages are consistent throughout the data.

Exploring the young people’s Aimhigher experiences through the prism of the
resilience framework has been helpful as it allowed the researcher to position
Aimhigher participation within a broader context of adolescent development and
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transitions. This finding does not only highlight the importance of such
experiences in the young people’s lives, but also the overall need for broader,
holistic approaches to inform current provision for vulnerable groups. This
research illuminates the discourse around the impact of Aimhigher initiative and
serves and provides useful insights for future practice and policy.

Journeys of resilience
Young people’s journeys of resilience emerged as a part of the process around
answering the first research question, namely, whether there has been a change
in the young people’s life within a certain period of time. This was necessary in
order to capture any processes that were present (unknown at the start of the
exploration) and to then position Aimhigher within this process of change.

Using resilience approach as a background was also suited to the qualitative
nature of the study; the emphasis was therefore on the aspects and trajectories
of the young people’s lives, as perceived and told by the participants. The young
people’s journeys through life, care and the education system are very different;
each of them presents a unique combination of risk and protective factors,
events, processes and meanings. This is an important message in itself, as
generalisations are not always helpful in understanding the needs of young
people and designing support that works. It is, however, possible to see certain
themes emerge in their stories, which provide valuable insights for research,
policy and practice.

One of the themes is the nature of the experience of being in the care system,
which was shared by the thirteen participants in the sample. Eight young people
also had to face serious challenges in mainstream education and were either
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excluded or moved to AP. Each young person in the sample had to go through
instability, be it moving schools or foster placements, having gaps in education or
losing their friends and supportive adults. It is not surprising, perhaps, that for
many, these adversities made an impact on their development and life chances.
Their stories are a powerful illustration of what disadvantaged and vulnerable
young people have to go through early in life.

However, the study also illuminates the positive aspects of their lives, such as
having protective friendships and having a supportive and encouraging parent,
foster carer, teacher or social worker. The participants spoke about their positive
experiences, including the Aimhigher experience; their accounts also revealed
their achievements and aspirations. This side of the story is still rather rarely
heard when it comes to vulnerable young people, who are often portrayed as
victims of their circumstances or out of control. Applying the resilience
framework to this exploration allowed the researcher to focus equally on both
risk and protective factors and processes and present a holistic view of young
people’s lives during their transitions through adolescence.

With regards to the first research question, the young people’s stories indicate
that a number of positive changes occurred within the time frame between
before and after their Aimhigher participation. These changes were mapped
across three resilience domains, including their family and foster placements, the
wider environment, such as school, care system and leisure activities. There has
also been a perceived change within the individual domain, in particular, in the
areas of confidence, social competence and aspiration. The biggest change
seems to have taken place for the nine older participants (eighteen to twenty
years old). At the time of the interview, four of them were in HE, and the other
five were in FE; this is statistically higher than the national LACYP participation.
One of the reasons for this may be the fact that the young people had initially
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been invited to take part in Aimhigher following a selection based on the
professionals’ judgement of their potential to go to university. Despite this
potential caveat, this finding provides a valuable insight into the lives of care
leavers of similar age, as there is not much knowledge about this age group.
Most of the remaining participants also reported improved attainment,
attendance and academic aspiration and more positive attitude towards
schooling. Both findings are also valuable in light of the evidence of poorly
supported transitions beyond KS4 (Wolf, 2011; Driscoll, 2012) and the recent
developments around raising the school leaving age to eighteen (The Guardian,
2013b).

Of course, outcomes around academic achievement are extremely important, in
particular, for LACYP groups and those in AP. Education is a key predictor of
future life chances, including employment, financial stability, access to quality
healthcare and other resources. However, this study argues that this outcome is,
in fact, a part of a bigger change in the young people and their lives. Mapped
across several resilience domains, it includes the way the young people see
themselves and their environment and they way they construct their
interactions. This view is supported by the young people’s descriptions and
comparisons of themselves in terms of their attitudes, capabilities and
behaviours at the time of ‘before’ and ‘after’ their Aimhigher experience. It is
important to note, however, that the dynamic nature of resilience also implies
that the ‘snapshot’ of positive change is not static. In other words, the future of
the participants’ resilience depends on the continuous interplay of all the
contributing elements across the three resilience domains. This points to the
need for further, ongoing support for the young people (Driscoll, 2012), which
should include opportunities similar to Aimhigher.
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This study also highlights the emotional suffering that the young people
experience as a result of cumulative adversity. This finding echoes the key
messages of the Young Minds charity (2010, 2012), which state that almost half
of all LACYP population suffers from a mental health disorder. The impact of
emotional and mental health on other aspects of the young people’s lives,
including their relationships, their attainment and their perception of themselves
is currently very much underestimated (Scottish Executive, 2007; Young Minds,
2010; NSPCC, 2011; Young Minds, 2012). Poor (or, it can be argued, poorly
supported) emotional and mental wellbeing is a serious stress factor, linked to
other risk and resilience domains and thus contributing to the cumulative effect
of risk.

Understanding of cumulative effects of risk and protection is crucial to the
concept of resilience. These are created by the interactions of clusters and chains
of events, sometimes producing unexpected results and thus making every
child’s journey unique in the background of statistics-based trends and
expectations. Alongside chains of events, certain events are recognised as
turning points that create powerful change in one’s life trajectory. The young
people in this study provide examples of both. Their transitions through
adolescence, the care and the education system are interrupted, or enhanced by
certain events that have a particularly powerful meaning for them. These turning
points are very different, varying from working at a factory to feeling accepted
(for the first time). Developmental opportunities, including the Aimhigher
experience, also feature as meaningful turning points. This brings the discussion
to research questions two and three, namely, the impact of Aimhigher
participation and its contribution to resilient patterns.
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Aimhigher experience
Understanding the impact of Aimhigher on the young people’s development is
important for several reasons. On one hand, despite the Aimhigher initiative
ceasing its existence in 2011, a large part of its activity has been since maintained
as a part of the universities’ fair access arrangements (Atherton, 2012; Grove,
2012). Moreover, it seems that in order to continue the work around widening
access a similar initiative may be emerging soon, although, perhaps, with less
financial resource available (Grove, 2013; Times Higher, 2013). There is,
therefore a real need to learn from the Aimhigher practice with a view to inform
the current fair access provision and future initiatives. On the other hand,
scientific explorations of similar initiatives are rare, as most of them require
evaluation-based reports to inform the funders. A cross-disciplinary approach of
sociological, psychological and educational theory helped illuminate the
mechanisms that provided the young people with a powerful developmental
opportunity. There are also very few explorations of similar projects in terms of
fostering resilience. In the background of the increasing interest in
operationalising resilience (Schofield and Beek, 2005), this study provides
valuable insights for current and future practice, including education and social
services.

As the findings demonstrate, Aimhigher contributed to promoting academicrelated outcomes amongst most of the participants. Both young people’s and
practitioners’ accounts point to the strength-based ‘everybody can achieve’
approach at the heart of Aimhigher interventions. Most young people spoke of
increased interest in schooling and post-compulsory progression; some reported
increased attendance and attainment. In this respect, the evidence suggests that
Aimhigher initiative did indeed fulfil its policy remit (increased educational
aspiration and attainment, which potentially lead to increased participation in
HE).
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At the same time, the study helped to draw attention to what can be presented
as the unintended or undefined outcomes of participation in Aimhigher activity
(Parlett and Hamilton, 1987; Fullan, 1991; Webb and Vulliamy, 2004), namely,
positive developments across other resilience domains. These include increased
social and emotional competence, self-awareness and self-confidence of the
participants. Chapter 7 illustrates how these characteristics are interlinked with
the process of identity transformation, which echoes the discussion around
learner identity in Aimhigher-related studies conducted by Hatt, Baxter and Tate
(2008; 2009; see also Bloomer and Hodgkinson, 2000). Furthermore, Vygotsky’s
concept of zone of proximal development and Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of flow
provide a further insight in understanding the process of engaging young people
in meaningful activities and building their resilience.

Bringing together the socio-psychological model of resilience and education
theory was particularly helpful in view of general absence of the theoretical
development around educational experiences of children in care (Berridge,
2007). The study provides an example of how interdisciplinary research can
illuminate certain factors and the connections between the latter - an area that
could be explored further in future research. Both concepts also have a shared
element of appropriate challenge, which can also be understood as managed
risk, instrumental in developing adaptation and resilience. Drawing on these
theories provides an explanation of how resilience can occur as a result of
activities that are developmental and meaningful to the young people. Evidence
also suggests that engaging the participants in elements of social and
experiential learning helps the young people develop sense of agency, and
relational agency in particular, which also attributes to building resilience
(Edwards and McKenzie, 2005).
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Aimhigher played an instrumental role in helping the participants develop
resilient patterns. On the operational level, this was achieved by utilising the
strength-based model of interaction, which focused on the development of skills
and competences in a nurturing environment. The latter encompassed providing
the learners with an appropriate level of challenge, relevant to the young
person’s disposition, supported by staff and mentors. The elements of the
Aimhigher activity bear resemblance to other extra-curricular activities, including
arts events, sports and outdoor pursuits, as discussed in Chapter 7. At the same
time, both young people and professionals interviewed for this study describe
Aimhigher as “different” (from their usual environment, such as school). This
may be due to a mixture of factors, such as a positive, aspirational nature of the
activities and its extracurricular format; engaging in an appropriately set
challenge in a social environment; and an opportunity to build positive
relationships with supportive staff, students and peers.

Therefore, on one hand, there are opportunities that can be equally as
developmental for the young people, as Aimhigher experience. On the other
hand, however, it is clear that the young people do not get to access to such
opportunities often enough; this is a disappointing finding, as the importance of
being exposed to extra-curricular activities has been highlighted in research for
many years (Gilligan, 2000; Jackson and Sachdev, 2000). Most of the young
people in the study referred to such experiences as turning points and key events
in their lives. The study also points to the protective and risk-mediating nature of
such activities and experiences in building and supporting resilient patterns.

Of course, the presence of other protective factors and processes in the
participants’ lives should not be underestimated. This said, there is clear
evidence that interventions with characteristics similar to Aimhigher have
tremendous potential in developing young people’s skills and contributing to
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their resilience. These interventions should be available both within and outside
the structured environment. In this regard, two programmes come to mind.
Firstly, the Achievement for All programme, currently running in several schools
in England, is reported to be very successful in improving the outcomes for
students with SEN and those eligible for FSM (Humphrey and Squires, 2011;
Achievement for All, 2013). The success of the initiative has been attributed to
flexibility and child-centred approach, which included high expectations from
staff, involvement of parents and carers (Lamb, 2011). This was supported by
appropriate targeting and effective assessment strategies (Humpreys and
Squires, 2011). Similarly, the National Citizen Service programme available to
young people outside curriculum bear resemblance to Aimhigher. Namely, the
focus on developing young people’s skills through exciting activities and further
use of these new strengths in the community. As highlighted in the interim
report by Clery et al. (2012), the model at the basis of the programme combines
the underlying principles skill development, transition to adulthood and
contributing to community cohesion.

The discussion around the Aimhigher initiative (as it existed in 2004-2011)
illustrates the importance of effective targeting strategies. Alignment of policy
and clear understanding of shared agendas is crucial for the successful support
provision for disadvantaged and hard-to-reach groups. Some good practice of
policy and practice alignment between Aimhigher partnerships and LAs has been
identified (Hurrell, 2010; University of Leicester, 2011). However, as Chapter 3
illustrates, many young people eligible for Aimhigher participation fell through
the targeting ‘net’, including children in care and pupils with with SEN and SpLD.
This occurred due to the lack of clear targeting guidelines, insufficient
communication and confusions around eligibility. Interestingly, complexities
around targeting also featured for other initiatives (independent of Aimhigher).
For example, targeting SEN students for the Achievement for All was sometimes
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problematic as some disengaged students found themselves on and off the
cohort (Humpreys and Squires, 2011). Additionally, academic achievement (at a
point in time) and potential to enter HE are not only subjective, but also not
necessarily true indicators of pupils’ potential. The latter has been demonstrated
in this study (Chapter 3) and, similarly, reports from other initiatives (for
example, Achievement for All, 2013).

Messages for practice and policy
The study offers insights that are useful for both policy and practice. With
regards to the Aimhigher’s successor and the current provision that comes under
the WP banner; as well as broader channels of support for vulnerable young
people, such as social and youth services, schools, and other statutory and
voluntary organisations. Similarly, this research highlights how policy does not
necessarily translate into practice (for example, around entitlement, eligibility
and access to opportunities; educational achievement of vulnerable groups; gaps
around emotional wellbeing of young people; inconsistencies in multiagency
activity). On a broader level, the study also raised questions around the widening
participation versus widening access agenda, and the driving forces behind it.

It is important to say here, that the study has also highlighted some good
practice, both in relation to Aimhigher and other services. This includes
partnership approach and collaborative provision; Aimhigher practitioners’
positive and supportive approaches; activity design; and involving current
undergraduates as role models. Likewise, the young people’s accounts point to
examples of young people feeling supported by social workers and teachers;
accessing opportunities; receiving support and care from their foster carers.
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Overall, the participants’ accounts highlight two consistent trends in their lives:
the importance of support networks and opportunities, and, equally, evident lack
thereof. As Chapter 6 and 8 demonstrate, the young people who performed the
most across several resilience domains, such as confidence, sense of agency,
emotionality, and academic achievement, had the support and encouragement
of people close to them. Similarly, the opportunities they were exposed to
mattered greatly and were identified as turning points and key events in the
participants’ lives. However, the study clearly demonstrates that these
opportunities are scarce and far from all young people are supported effectively
in their development.

The evidence of this uneven provision goes against the key policy messages
around vulnerable young people. Indeed, there were positive developments
under the Labour Government, that put looked after children on the map of
policy and practice. This includes legislation such as The Children (Leaving Care)
Act 2002, the updated Children Act (2004) and the Every Child Matters agenda
(2004), followed by the Care Matters: Time for Change (2007). These documents
highlighted the issues around the education of children in care, reinforced the
importance of stable and appropriately matched foster placements and the role
of social workers.

Despite these measures, however, it seems that things are not getting better for
the majority of the children in care (The Who Cares Trust, 2013). They are still
behind the rest of the child population in compulsory and post-compulsory
education and employment opportunities. They still move between placements;
they still have a higher risk of being involved in crime or having a child in their
teens. This inequality comes through in the stories of the young people in this
study (Chapters 6 and 8). Some care leavers in the study recall how they were
constantly moving placements, which resulted in gaps in education at the crucial
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time of GSCE exams. They also speak of not hearing from their social worker for
months. Although this is not representative of every young person in the study,
this was the reality for some. It is clear, then, that despite the much more
developed evidence base highlighting the significance of education for
vulnerable young people, practice has not kept pace in a consistent manner.

Similarly, the interview data points to a lack of support within the education
environment. This is equally true for the participants in and outside of the care
system. As discussed in Chapter 6, several young people reported that the
teachers “did not expect too much”; only a few were able to name a member of
staff at their school as a source of support and encouragement. The analysis of
the participants’ trajectories also reveals how an independent factor (death of a
family member, or having to move) can have a devastating effect on the child’s
behaviour and attitudes at school and result in exclusion.

In addition to the reported lack of support from teaching and social service
professionals, the theme that comes through is the lack of IAG that would inform
the young people of their options. In particular, this relates to their education
and training opportunities, including pathways and resources available to them.
As outlined in Chapter 7, several young people in the study mentioned that they
received more support and information from Aimhigher than from other
professionals, which provides valuable evidence to the research question on the
role of Aimhigher. This is a very important finding, as - while it is positive that
Aimhigher was able to support these young people - it highlights the lack of IAG
provision, which contributes further into the poor education, training and
employment outcomes of vulnerable young people. The study also points to
powerful impact of supporting the young people with the correct timely
information, including post-compulsory options, FE and HE and the funding
entitlement. Accounts of contact with Aimhigher, detailed in Chapter 7, point to
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the conclusion that delivery of appropriate IAG, combined with a strength-based
approach have a positive effect not just on the young people’s awareness, but
also on their aspiration and motivation to do better in school.

Another theme running through the stories of young people and practitioners is
the effect of the young people’s interactions on their emotional and mental
wellbeing, discussed in Chapter 6. Most of them have already come into care and
alternative education with a ‘baggage’ of experiencing adversity, trauma,
maltreatment and stigmatisation. The young people that enter the system are
already at higher risk of vulnerability and susceptibility to negative outcomes.
Any additional trauma places them at even higher risk, which is illustrated in the
young people’s reflections on their experiences in care and education system.
Poor mental health and emotional wellbeing can be a very powerful risk factor in
understanding of the child’s resilience. At the same time, improving the young
people’s life experiences can have an equally profound positive effect on their
inner and outer worlds, thus reversing the negative effect and contributing to
their resilience. This connection is clearly demonstrated in the young people’s
descriptions of their perceived selves, which, in turn, have a much wider effect
on their interactions with their environments.

These findings call for further (and urgent) improvements in the provision of
statutory care and support that is available to the vulnerable young people. The
need for the holistic approach to the development and wellbeing of the children
and young people today is evident. The language around current experiences
and future outcomes should also be addressed, as focusing on the young
people’s experiences today will take care of the future outcomes. Aspects of the
young people’s lives as schooling, foster care, the importance of family and peer
networks or lack thereof, being able to take part in developmental activities are
what constitutes the young people’s everyday lives; this needs to be
267

acknowledged. Similarly, as the resilience approach demonstrates, not all
vulnerable young people have poor life outcomes; however, focusing on building
protective factors and experiences seems to produce more concrete results in
terms of positive development. Using Aimhigher provision as an example, these
could include providing opportunities for experiential and social learning that
boos self awareness and social competence; appropriate risk and challenge that
boost confidence; positive environments and role models that increase
motivation and promote aspiration.

Building frameworks that promote protective factors and processes into existing
provision, or utilising the resilience approach in designing new interventions
offers a possible solution to meeting the young people’s needs in a holistic, childcentred way (Schofield and Beek, 2005). This includes not only practitioners
having the tools to see the ‘whole picture’ of the young person’s life trajectory,
but equally, the knowledge and the training to build the understanding of the
cumulative impact of stress and protection. This knowledge should be used to
inform the current practices and interventions in order to foster resilience in
vulnerable young people, by providing the external protective and mediating
factors, with a view to strengthen the individual domains. It seems that although
the activities delivered by Aimhigher have elements corresponding with the
resilience framework, the link has not formally been established; the same can
be said about similar initiatives such as Achievement for All and NC.

It can be argued therefore that although the link to resilience approach can be
traced in the Aimhigher interventions and their impact, it was more of an
unintended outcome, rather than a planned approach. Making the link between
existing practice and the resilience approach more explicit may be beneficial.
This measure may not necessarily require a vast volume of new resources, as the
resilience framework presents a shift in thinking about the young people, rather
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than a drastic measure that requires extra resource. Provision of protective
factors involves steps that governments have already committed to on policy
level, such as appropriately matched stable foster placements; consistent
support from social services, including regular contact, correct and timely advice
and guidance; support, encouragement and strength-based approach from other
professionals, including teaching staff and the wider teams around the child (DfE,
2012).

The resilience approach to the young people’s development can be strengthened
further by improving the links between agencies that are equally responsible for
the wellbeing and development of a person has been placed in their ‘care’ by
being looked after, excluded, having complex needs. It has been repeatedly
recognised that there is lack of mutual awareness between strands of support,
such as social services and education staff (CAMHS, 2008). There is also evidence
that points to the challenges around new schemes and initiatives being
recognised and thus hindering multi-agency collaborations (Walker and
Donaldson, 2010). This was also supported by the discussion in Chapter 3 around
partnership work between Aimhigher and local authorities, whereby the
alignment of the policy agendas and frameworks did not happen until 2010. At
the same time, the accounts of the interviewed practitioners demonstrate that
the collaboration and the young people would benefit greatly from a more
mindful and joined-up multiagency approach across both policy and practice.

It can be suggested, therefore, that there is still potential for more cohesive
multi- agency collaborations, which are beneficial to the vulnerable young
people. Additionally, more training is needed around the child-centred approach
and understanding child development holistically (CAMHS, 2008). Groups that
could benefit include the range of individuals and services that constitute the
environment around the vulnerable young person, including families and foster
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carers, social workers, teachers, mentors and other professionals. Similarly,
provision should be focused on removing the barriers to young people’s
participation in opportunities such as Aimhigher that present themselves as
resilience-building factors; as well as creating more opportunities for them. This
can also be achieved through more efficient multi agency collaborations. This is
not, of course, a new message. As the study demonstrates, so far many young
people face barriers and obstacles that hinder their participation in
developmental provision. Examples include a careleaver who could not take up
opportunities as she was catching up with school after a long gap in education;
inefficient targeting based on subjective judgment of potential; lack of
awareness amongst staff that could promote these opportunities.

Of course, this discussion is taking place in the background of what is suspected
to be a ‘triple dip recession’ (BBC, 2013; Stewart, 2013). It can be argued, that in
the climate of government cutbacks on public services making a plea for more
public service provision may prove to be a challenge. At the same time, it is
worth bearing in mind that the numbers of the looked after children have risen
dramatically and hit “a fifteen-year high” in 2012 (DfE, 2012; Pemberton, 2012).
The impact of cutting back public services is already becoming apparent, with
vulnerable young people getting far from a fair deal from the government, with
ever more limited access to already scarce opportunities (Halstead, 2012; NCAS,
2012; NCVYS, 2013). Similarly, evidence suggests that more and more families
are sinking into poverty as a result of further policy changes (Bushe, Kenway and
Aldridge, 2013), placing further strain on family relationships and potentially
placing more young people on the edge of care. Similarly, many young people
living independently found themselves living below the minimum income
standard (Schmueker, 2013).
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It also important to recognise positive trends in policy and pockets of good
practice that has emerged during and since the closure of Aimhigher (Cabinet
Office, 2013). Recent positive developments include the Children and Families
Bill 2013, which improves support provision for LACYP and changes the way the
education system supports pupils with a range of complex needs (DfE, 2013).
Specifically, reinforcing the status of VSHs and the support available through the
Pupil Premium for LACYP, SEN and FSM pupils are positive and have potential to
provide targeted and much needed support to these groups (DfE, 2013f).

In practice, programmes like Achievement for All (DfE, 2011c) present a more
holistic approach to supporting learners with SEN, SpLD and in receipt of FSM.
The initiative incorporates elements of a strength-based model by provides a
targeted programme of work for underachieving pupils, based on pastoral care;
it also includes ‘structured’ meetings with parents and carers (Humphrey and
Squires, 2011; Vasagar, 2011). The latter is particularly valuable as it contributes
to the strengthening of support networks around the child. According to the
recent information, there is evidence of not just narrowing, but closing the
achievement gap for disadvantaged children who took part in this project
(Achievement for All, 2013). It is important to point out, that complexities
around targeting have not been totally eliminated (Humphrey and Squires,
2013), and should be treated with great care to make sure all eligible children
benefit.

Similarly, the latest developments around bringing alternative and mainstream
provision closer together suggest that these changes can improve young people’s
access to extra-curricular activities (Taylor, 2012). A positive example of
engaging young people outside the compulsory education system is the multitiered framework of activity offered to adolescents through the National Citizen
Service (Clery et al., 2012). The initiative, described as “the Government's
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flagship initiatives for building a bigger, stronger society” (NatCen Social
Research, 2013), echoes the key themes explored in this study, in particular,
developing self-efficacy through meaningful participation and relational agency.
Another example of engaging pupils in after-school activities is the Myplace
programme, launched in 2008 and aimed at supporting local provision in some of
the most deprived areas (DfE, 2011d). With government funding ceasing to exist
in April 2013, it is important that the support is maintained through other
channels, for example, the Big Lottery Fund (DfE, 2013d).

An important element of these examples of good practice is young people’s
achievements. Highlighting the participants’ achievements promotes a childcentred holistic approach and contributes to youth empowerment. Another way
to empower young people is to involve them in the design and delivery of the
provision. Being a part of the decisions made about their care or education is an
inseparable part of providing the young people with a chance to participate in
practice and policy in a meaningful way. For looked after young people this right
can be traced to the 1989 Children Act (1989). Young people can be involved in a
number of ways, at the level of practice, policy and research. Although this
practice is becoming more common, there is room for improvement (Combe,
2002; DfE, 2011b; 2012g). These messages correspond with the accounts of the
young people and professionals in this study, who express clearly what promotes
and what inhibits their development. There is evidence of continuing work in this
area, for example, the developments carried out as a part of the Positive for
Youth Government agenda. The latter includes a range of local and national
youth participation services delivered under the Youth Voice contract between
DfE and BYC (BYC, 2013). Similar to the Myplace initiative, there is an issue of
funding uncertainty in 2013 (BYC, 2013).
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In the background of financial uncertainty, however, it is important to identify
and utilise currently existing provision and make sure that it is organised in the
most effective way in terms of supporting vulnerable young people. Bringing the
argument back to Aimhigher, one mustn’t forget the current fair access activity
run by the HE and FE providers, which, it can be argued, in many ways inherited
the principles of Aimhigher operation (OFFA, 2013). The outreach activity under
the fair access ‘banner’, discussed in Chapter 3, focuses on providing aspirational
opportunities to groups underrepresented in HE, including care leavers, students
with disability and those from lower socio-economic groups. It is important that
this activity is underpinned by the good practice developed by the Aimhigher and
other initiatives; at the same time, real improvements can be made around
defining and understanding desirable outcomes, measuring success and
research-based practice; and realistic understanding of the challenges (for
example, external barriers that impede young people’s participation). It is also
currently unclear the fair access activity is more effective than Aimhigher in
targeting all eligible groups and providing them with a meaningful activity.

“Everybody’s business” (CAMHS, 2008)
Of course, it is important to accept, that ensuring cohesive, efficient and childcentred provision around children most vulnerable is challenging. However, it is
equally necessary and urgent. Despite the recent developments around
improving experiences and outcomes of young people with complex needs,
changes in the landscape of public services have set back this progress. The
decrease in public spending has coincided with record high numbers of children
in care. Similarly, cutting and rearranging funding streams had an effect on the
support for children with complex needs. The discussion points to the fact that
some services are being cut and reintroduced, such as Aimhigher (Attwood,
2010b; Grove, 2013) and impartial careers advice in schools (Cabinet Office,
2013). Similarly, there is uncertainty around continuation (or termination) of
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funding around such projects as Myplace and the Youth Voice (BYC, 2013; DfE
2013d).

In this regard, one should not underestimate the strength of the relationship
between large-scale social, economic and political processes and real life
experiences of children failed by the care and the education system, which is
clearly demonstrated by the young people’s stories in this study. The connection
of social structures and individual lives makes supporting the vulnerable child
“everybody’s business” (CAMHS, 2008). In the background of the scarce
resources and public cuts, the children of today are the adults of tomorrow. The
route to improving young people’s experiences and outcomes around health and
wellbeing, education, employment and thus supporting them in developing
agency and citizenship is to invest resource into their development. These
resources can manifest through carers, professionals and volunteers, who have
the appropriate skills and enthusiasm to empower the young people. It seems
appropriate to conclude this message with the words of Samantha, a teacher in
an alternative education unit:
“Whoever thought up the idea of Aimhigher, it was a good idea. And
much that I’m tempted to be a Tory, what are they doing? They are not
looking long term. We’ve got all these short term things, we’ll cut money
here, cut money here, but crickey, won’t it cost a lot of money in the long
term?”
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No1 Carl, 19, care leaver
“Academically, I did
the best I could”

Protective
factors

Family “called me
bright”

Supportive care
worker

Wanted to be a
AIMHIGHER
social worker or a
EXPERIENCE
singer
(16, 17)
Supportive
professionals (other)

Supportive foster
carer

LEFT THE
‘WRONG
CROWD’ at 15

“Hot headed,
outspoken, stick up
for myself”

“Before Aimhigher”
“Arguments, people
would let you down,
I’d be, like, not
doing this anymore”
LOST A YEAR OF
SCHOOL
Low self confidence

‘mismatched’
support from
foster carer
‘wrong crowd’ of
friends
Stress factors

“I now have more
confidence [to take
opportunities]”
“Helped me work out in
which direction to go”
“Focus on my skills”
“All grades went up,
everything passed!
That’s just me believing I
can do it!”

LEFT CHILDREN’S
HOME, MADE ME
GROW UP
“I was not allowing
myself to take
opportunities”

“I also realised I do not
to rely on that support”

Protective
factors
“It helped me...
from a dream,
something I can
actually do!”

“STARTED TALKING
TO MY MUM”
CARER
EXPECTATIONS
“WENT UP”
“NEW FRIENDS
“Helped me grown
from [Aimhigher
up and understand
activities]”
there are two points
of view”
“I grew up, stopped
believing people owe
me everything”
“After Aimhigher, now”

“I had more support
from Aimhigher than
social services”

No independent
living skills
“But did not get on
with my key worker”

Stress factors
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Leaving to go to
university

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No2 Arthur, 20, care leaver
Protective
factors
Cadets

High academic
ability

Supportive tutor

Supportive friends
Leadership
course
Improved attainment
Positive long-term
relationship with
“Atmosphere for
carer
learning was much
better”

Positive
relationship
with family
“before Aimhigher” Moving house
“Could have
more (family)
support”
“Grades
dropped”
Long-term
illness in the
family

High expectations
from carers

Aimhigher
Experience
(18)

Moving schools
“no independent
living skills”
Disrupted and lost
friendships
Stress factors

“Helped me realise my
responsibilities and how
to work with them”

Supportive friends
Positive relationship with
siblings
“Gave me confidence”
“Definitely more
outgoing”
Independent living

Considering my
background...” (from
a deprived area)

Protective
factors
“FREEDOM,
INDEPENDENCE,
CHOICE”

in Higher
Education
(Long-term)
girlfriend

Family saw “I had
a sense of
achievement and
the drive to go to
“But more
uni”
settled now”
“After Aimhigher, now”

Away from friends

“Shy, quiet... a bit
scared... to do things
and take up new
challenges”

Death of a parent

Stress factors
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Finished ‘A’
levels, took a
year out,
WORKED AT A
FACTORY

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No3 Stephen, 19, care leaver
Good friendships
(rugby and
cadets)
Rugby

Protective
factors

AIMHIGHER
Experience
(16,17,18)

On local authority’s Children’s panel

Cadets
“My mum and brothers: you can do
that, just put your mind to it”
Positive relationship
with family

Support and high
expectations
from
foster carer

Lack of direction

“People in school
did not believe in
my potential... I
focussed on
rugby”

“young,
immature, in
your face”
Stress factors

Protective factors

“My expectations of me
now are very high”

“Helped me
develop”

Supported
Aimhigher
activities as
facilitator

in higher education

Positive long-term
relationship with carer

Illness in family

“I don’t think I would have
gone to COLLEGE and
university if it wasn’t for
Aimhigher”
On local authority’s
Children’s panel

“I know I am going to
struggle but that’s my
challenge, to step up to
the plate”

(suspected)
dyslexia
“Did not know
where to go
before
Aimhigher–
thought of
bricklaying but
did not enjoy it”

“My weaknesses are still
academic... I need to do
dyslexia test”

“Aimhigher helped
me understand
what I am eligible
for [in higher
education]”
“My tutors would
advise me that I’d
struggle [at
university]”

DEATH IN FAMILY

Stress factors
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“The opportunities I
had made me go to
university, college
and industry”
Efficient use of
supportive
networks
“want to be a role
model”
‘in touch’ with
social worker,
Aimhigher staff,
other supportive
adults
lack of IAG: “Some
social workers may
not say everything
to us, what we are
eligible for”

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No4 Amelie, 18, care leaver
Protective
factors

Aimhigher
experience
(14, 15)

Consistently supportive
grandmother

“PROTECTIVE AND
MORE DIRECT”
Movement
‘before Aimhigher’
‘Wrong crowd’
“Angry”,
“Emotional”
“Attitude problem”
“Ruthless teenager,
tearaway teenager”

Children’s home
(lack of structure)

Supportive FOSTER
CARER (more
structure)

Low expectations
at school
“was ignorant”,
“did not see
support”
Stress factors

Protective
factors

“Made my eyes
open”

Consistently supportive
grandmother

Supportive
brother

Efficient use of
‘supportive
networks’

On local authority’s
Children’s panel

On local authority’s
Children’s panel

Supportive social
worker

Supportive social worker
Made a lot of friends
In college

Left ‘wrong crowd’
Instability
DEATH OF
GRANDFATHER

Self-confidence
“dramatically gone up”

School exclusion
Mismatched
educational
provision
“I am from care,
“not good enough”

Disruptions in education

Not made aware of
opportunities
“did not know how
to trust”

“By 2013 I want
Advising brother on
to be at uni”
higher education
“better
communication”
‘open minded now’
with foster carer
Looking for voluntary work
‘after Aimhigher, now’
Movement

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No5 Alexandra, 16, in foster care
Protective
factors

High expectations from carers

Consistent
positive
relationship with
foster carers
“and it helps”

Aimhigher
Experience
(15)

“new challenge”

Protective
factors

Consistent positive relationship with foster carers

Connexions IAG
(once)

“made me want to go to
college”

Close friendships
Local college visit
(once)

In college

‘before Aimhigher’
“Rough time with family and mum”

“really wasn’t
happy”
Lost friendships
“really quiet and
shy”

(More) positive
friendships
‘after Aimhigher, now’

Lack of IAG and support at
college

Attainment
dropped
Mismatched support at
college
“really nervous”

Stress factors

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No6 Jodie, 17, in foster care

“always wanted
to be an air
hostess”

Protective
factors

“If I think I can do
something I will
give it a go”

Aimhigher
Experience
(15)

Consistent positive relationship
with foster carers, “high expectations”

High expectations from carers
“if it wasn’t for them I don’t know
where I’d be”

“real challenge”

Protective
factors

“good to know
people have high
expectations”

Consistent positive relationship
with foster carers
“new people”
(More) positive
friendships
“high grades”, “pleased”
“if there was an opportunity, I’d be
In college
more likely to take it this year”

“ok grades”

‘before Aimhigher’

‘after Aimhigher, now’

“people said in
the past college
is rubbish, the
thing I did wrong
is that I took
their opinion”

Lack of opportunities (the
only opportunity Jodie
could name was to do a
talk for social services for
£10)

“shy, quiet, scared
of what people
think”
Stress factors

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No7 Ajaz, 15, in foster care
Protective
factors

“always wanted
to go to college”

Aimhigher
Experience
(15)

Protective
factors

Opportunity:
“went sailing”
“I am now more
confident”

“quite high” family expectations
School support
(“chosen by the
school”
‘before Aimhigher’

[I am] “more
aware of what I
want to do”

‘after Aimhigher, now’

(no information)

(no information)

Stress factors

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No8 Femi, 16, history of school exclusion (in mainstream education at time of interview)
Protective
factors

Aimhigher
Experience
(15)

Protective
factors

Connexions
“I had support, mentors, school,
parents”

Expectations from family and school “are
higher now”
Close friendships

“I knew I could do better”

“I know I can do
better in life”

Good
Friendships

‘before
Aimhigher’

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’
Death of a parent
‘getting into
trouble’

(no information)

Peer pressure
School exclusion
Stress factors

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No9 Claire, 18, care leaver, history of alternative education
Protective factors

Supportive adult (“aunt
/ friend’s mum”)

Aimhigher
Experience
(16)

higher carers’
expectations

Strict foster carers
(academic support)

Support in alternative
education

Qualifications

Protective
factors
MOVING BACK TO LOCAL TOWN
Applying to
“want to be a
university
teacher”
“want to give
something back”

RECONNECTING
WITH A FRIEND

‘before Aimhigher’
Very low family expectations
Movement (residence,
[I felt] “down, so
school)
down.. almost
depressed”
“lost contact with everybody”
“Felt like they dumped
me”
“was going nowhere”

“Stuck doing nothing”

Strict foster carers
(no emotional
support)
Long gaps in
education

(no information)

“no motivation”

“people around me did the same”
“had a mad childhood”
Stress factors

Stress factors
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“excited... about the
future”

High expectations of self

“last year, I would cry
and cry... [now] I pick
myself up”
‘after Aimhigher’, ‘now’

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No10 Anita, 17, care leaver, history of alternative education
Protective
factors
High aspirations
“did well
Social competence academically”

‘before Aimhigher’

Aimhigher
Experience
(14, 15)
“you create as many
opportunities as you want for
yourself”

Supportive
environment in
alternative
education

Higher family expectations

One supportive professional

Low carer
expectations

Low family
expectations

Negative foster
care experience

Placement
movement

Some college experience (got accepted
to the ‘college of her dreams’)
‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’

Negative college (peerrelated) experience
Depression
“did not have
any friends”
[the college] “did not give me
any support... but the
impression I gave them was I
don’t need it”
“When I went to go to
college, I did not see my
social worker for weeks”

“I was very low”
“I did not know I had opportunities”
Stress factors

Stress factors
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Supported
Aimhigher projects
Working for a
charitable project

One supportive professional

No friendships
Lack of
appropriate
support and IAG
from social
services,
Connexions, etc.

Protective
factors

“very isolated”

“no contact with
family”

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No11 Rowena, 18, care leaver
Protective factors

Close friendships
Supportive tutor

High achiever

“I don’t like
failing”
“always wanted..a
degree and..a good job”

‘before
Aimhigher’

No support from
family or carers

Aimhigher
Experience
(17)
High expectations
from family
(“pushy”)

Protective
factors

Family more supportive,
“more relaxed”
High expectations at
college

“cause my older
sister has been to
unit” (role
models)
pressure

More support at
college than at
school

pressure

Missed all of Y10 and some of Y11
Moving schools and
foster placements
“it was really
hard”
No support from
Could not take up
social worker
any opportunities
“no opportunities
– “was too busy
to meet new
catching up”
people”
Stress factors

Stress factors
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“more outgoing,
more confident”
“want to be
involved”

“Doing a few
voluntary
projects...
helping other
people”
‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No12 Zamir, 16, in foster care

Protective
factors

Aimhigher
Experience
(15)

Supportive adult,
PE teacher

Protective
factors

It did give me more
confidence
Football after
school

I can stand up to
peer pressure

I met
new people
I want to go to
college

Supportive adult at school

‘before
Aimhigher’

Renewed contact with
birth parent – a very
traumatic experience

No supportive
adult
Age wrongly
assessed – big
impact on school
attainment

I do get invited to take
part in new opportunities
but I can’t be asked
Stress factors

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’
Difficulties with
attainment
“Energetic-I used
to be. Now I am
just lazy”
Stress factors
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EMBD difficulties
I can’t be
bothered.
Sometimes I go
to sleep without
getting changed

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No13 Saleem, 18, care leaver (came to the UK at 14)
Protective factors
“I’d like to stay,
go uni, get a job.
I want a degree”
“I was a good
mechanic then –
I am good at
cars”

“I was a good
student... steady
maths and English”

Aimhigher
Experience
(16)

Protective
factors
Same friends as before

Positive
friendships

“Been to college”, hoping to get back
Supportive social
worker

Still keep in touch with
carer (sometimes)
Supportive carer

“It’s ok,
I quite like it”

“It’s ok, I quite like it”

‘before
Aimhigher’
“One time I got stubborn... Been to
hospital. Was in no good mood. Moved
out” [as a result of the incident]
Had to learn the
language

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’
“No
opportunities at
the moment”

“No family here,
sometimes difficult”
Difficulty getting into
college “I applied...late”

No family here,
sometimes difficult
Stress factors

Lack of
appropriate
support and IAG
Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No14 Stephanie, 20, care leaver
FOSTER CARERS
“like my real
parents

Protective
factors

AIMHIGHER
EXPERIENCE
(17)
Supportive social
worker,
opportunities

Opportunities at
college – ‘Army
weekend’

SUPPORTIVE
TUTOR at
college, high
expectations

“Yes, it definitely changed
me. I am not scared of
doing things on my own
anymore”

Protective
factors
MADE ME MORE
CONFIDENT

“Social worker went with
us –that was helpful”
Supportive
boyfriend

Positive influence
of friends

[I am now]
“outgoing, loud,
caring”
Supportive
brother

POLICE CADETS

Good friendships
At university
Increased self-awareness

‘before
Aimhigher’

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’

Lack of support
at college, low
aspirations from
other staff

There are not many
opportunities here

“Shy, quiet,
scared”

Stress factors

“They only care if
you pass” – low
expectations

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No15 Thomas, 15, in foster care and in alternative education
Protective
factors

Football

Aimhigher
Experience
(15, 15)
Supportive tutor

“made me a better person”
“changed me”
“made me more
confident... in my ability”
“I can do” attitude instead
of “I can’t”

Protective
factors

Support at school

Supportive tutor
Good friend

‘before
Aimhigher’
School exclusion

New friends from
Aimhigher activity

Good friend
(same)

Opportunities: football,
creative activities

“More under
control now”

Appropriate
expectations at
school: “not too
much but to
achieve”
Aspirations:
Want to be a
teacher,
footballer or
actor

‘after Aimhigher’, ‘now’
“Had bad temper
then – had to be
restrained”

Stress factors

Pressure from
family “expected
all this... too
much... very
serious... could
not have fun”

(no information)

Stress factors

290

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No16 Lee, 15, in alternative education
Protective
factors
Extra-curricular
trips at PRU

PRU recognised
his academic
potential

I am good at
planning

Aimhigher
Experience
(15, 15)
Supportive adult:
“NAN”

Close friend
(supportive during
school changes)

“Made me realise... if I
achieve what I achieve at
school I could possibly go
somewhere one day. It’s
exciting... and you want to
reach out and kind of get
there...”

Close friend (same one)

‘before
Aimhigher’
School
movements

School exclusion

“changes at school”, “new
students” joined and “it
was like whatever...I don’t
cope well with change”

Stress factors

“I don’t cope well with
change”

truancy

Negative
experience of
mainstream
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Protective
factors

Thinking of doing
a cooking
qualification
Support from
family

“I like cooking”

“Like all the
advice...from my
GRANDMA”

Some
opportunities at
school

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’
EMBD difficulties
Had a “bad patch”
“had that mode, that rant”
“was doing nothing”
“was not going to lessons”

Stress factors

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No17 Davina, 14, in alternative education

Protective
factors

Did well
academically

Aimhigher
Experience
(14, 14)

Support from
family “always”

Protective
factors

Support from family
Support at (alternative)
school

Supportive adult:
sister

Social
competence
[I am] “cheerful,
mental, happy,
deluded, hyper”

‘before
Aimhigher’

“battered at
(mainstream)
school”
“bruises every
day”

I want to be a vet

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’
“I used to selfharm”
“I was
depressed”
“there were
gangs around
me”
Stress factors

“I hated myself
then”

Opportunity removed “we
can’t do it anymore”

Traumatic
experience at
mainstream

Supportive adult:
there was
someone but not
now...It’s hard”

[I was]
“emotional”

Stress factors
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Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. No18 Tony, 15, in alternative education
Protective
factors
“I discovered my
talent as a cook”
(in alternative
school)
“My GRANDMA
is a really good
influence on me”

Aimhigher
Experience
(14)
“Plenty of
support”
Supportive tutors
[Grades] “were
high... I was quite
clever back then”

Protective
factors

“Gave a bit of outlook on
the ‘dark side’ and
everything”

“The road is a bit
clearer ahead”

“I do have brainwaves
now and again”

‘before
Aimhigher’

Traumatic
experience in
mainstream

“I now look at things in
different ways”

“I’ve got more
friends now”

GRANDMA
“I had a bad
“I was in absolute
effect on people”
rage”
“I ruin people’s
lives”
“Oh it was rough
back then”

It’s still pretty bad...
people don’t see a lot in
me”

Stress factors

“More people I
can turn to”

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’
“As soon as I
make friends
they leave”

Stress factors
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“It had a positive
influence on
mostly everyone”

“Meeting new
people is not a
very good thing
for me”

Appendix 1 (continued). Life trajectory maps. N19 Lorraine, 14, in alternative education
Protective
factors
Supportive friend

‘before
Aimhigher’
“before
Aimhigher – not
much (in terms
of opportunities)
“not happy at
[mainstream]
school before”

Aimhigher
Experience
(14, 14)
Supportive sister

“My parents
were getting me
out of
depression”

“At some point I
wanted to get my
life back on track”

Death of a parent

“Depression...

[was] “a bully
and bullied
others”
“I was rude,
aggressive,
emotional”

Bereavement

“Made me think about my
schooling a bit more”

Protective
factors

“I started seeing a point
to going to school... after
that I wanted to go to
school”

“I am happy, fun”

“I want to work
with children”

Supportive family
... still on tablets”

“All you want to
do is stay in one
room, not eat, not
drink”

‘after Aimhigher’,
‘now’

(no information)

Stress factors

Stress factors
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Appendix 2. The interview schedule template
Name of the young person:
No of the interview:
Date of the interview:
I.
Introduction
- Thank you very much for taking the time to see me. As we discussed over the
phone, I will be asking you questions with regards to your Aimhigher
experience
II.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
III.
1.

Just to go over some things again....
Go over anonymity and confidentiality
General info
First, tell me a little about yourself
What you are up to
What you are up to, do you go to school or college....
How old are you ...
Just out of interest, why did you want to participate in this project?
Aimhigher activity
What Aimhigher activities did you take part in, please describe the activities
the way you remember them (summer residential/ mentoring scheme/ visit to
the university/ aspirational work with undergraduates)
2. How long ago was it / how old were you then
3. Looking back, why did you sign up to take part
1. With regards to your Aimhigher experience,
2. What did you expect?
3. Was it what you expected?
4. If yes, to which extent and
5. How? Please describe it to me
6. Was there anything else?
7. Has anything happened that you did not expect?
8. What can you remember about it?
9. Did these activities affect you/ change you in any way?
10. If yes, how?
11. What makes you think so?
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Appendix 2 (continued). The interview schedule template
IV.

Resilience domains ‘before Aimhigher’

1. Environmental and family / foster carers factors.
How would you describe your life then – in terms of the following:
Your grades at school: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Expectations your family / foster carers had of you: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Expectations the school had of you and your achievements: 10 (high) - 1 (low)

Support you had from your family / foster carers: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Support you had from adults at school or other places: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Close friendships with other young people: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Opportunities to take part in new challenges: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Having a supportive adult in your life who you could come to for help:
10 (high) - 1 (low)
Anything else?
2. Individual characteristics
How would you describe yourself at that time in life – in terms of the following:
Feeling comfortable around people you don’t know/ making new friends (social
competence): 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Your expectations of what you can achieve (expectations of self): 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Knowing what you want to do in the future (goals and aspirations):
10 (high) - 1 (low)
Knowing what your stronger and weaker points are (self-awareness):
10 (high) - 1 (low)
Being able to plan and do things on your own (autonomy/ self-efficacy):
10 (high) - 1 (low)
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Appendix 2 (continued). The interview schedule template
Anything else?
3. Three words
If you only had three words to describe yourself at that time, what words would
you chose? And why?
V.
Resilience domains ‘after Aimhigher’ / now
1. Environmental and family / foster carers factors
How would you describe your life – in terms of the following:
Your grades at school/ college: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Expectations your family / foster carers / foster carers have had of you:
10 (high) - 1 (low)
Expectations the school had of you and your achievements: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Support you have had from your family / foster carers: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Support you have had from adults at school or other places: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Close friendships with other young people: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Opportunities to take part in new challenges: 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Having a supportive adult in your life who you could come to for help:
10 (high) - 1 (low)
Anything else?
2. Individual characteristics
How would you describe yourself– in terms of the following:
Feeling comfortable around people you don’t know/ making new friends (social
competence): 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Your expectations of what you can achieve (expectations of self): 10 (high) - 1 (low)
Knowing what you want to do in the future (goals and aspirations):
10 (high) - 1 (low)

297

Appendix 2 (continued). The interview schedule
Knowing what your stronger and weaker points are (self-awareness):
10 (high) - 1 (low)
Being able to plan and do things on your own (autonomy/ self-efficacy): 10 (high) - 1
(low)
Anything else?
3. Three words
If you only had three words to describe yourself now, what words would you
chose? And why?
VI.
Key people and events
If you look at your life between the time you took part in Aimhigher and now,
1. What would have been the most important events in your life?
2. Who or what changed you or affected you in any way? Please describe
VII.
Final words…
1. Going back to Aimhigher activities,
2. What was good (or perhaps not so good) for you?
3. What about other young people?
4. How can we improve the programme in the future?
Is there anything else you wanted to add or comment on?
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Appendix 3. Types of data used for the study

Type of data

Quantity

Main data
Interview transcripts and notes (young people)

19

Interview transcripts and notes (professionals)

9

‘Satellite’ context
Interview transcript with a foster carer

1

Letter from a care leaver

1

Summer School 3 (2007) creative writing material

7

Summer School 3 (2008) reflective diaries

4

Summer School 3 (2008) creative writing material

13

Summer School 1 (2009)

3

Summer School 3 (2010) reflective diaries

13

Summer School 3 (2010) feedback forms

3

Summer School 5 (2011) reflective diaries

9

Summer School 5 (2011) feedback forms

11

299

Appendix 4. Word frequencies
Word frequencies for the interview question: “Please describe yourself in three words,
how you were ‘before Aimhigher’ and how you are ‘now’”. To support the infographic
data presentation in Chapter 6 (Figures 6:2 and 6:3).
“Before”
Word
shy
quiet
really
scared
myself
things
nervous
new
emotional
adventurous
did not know
angry
outspoken
expect
rude
challenges
boisterous
miserable
built-up
confident
doing
hot-headed
calm
bored
interested
kind
slightly
aggressive
lonely
want
funny

“Now”
Frequency
6
5
4
3
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Word
more
confident
happy
now
outgoing
focused
developing
fun
loud
want
still
caring
need
person
normal
little
aware
same
comfortable
changed
age
cheerful
rude
clearer
difference
exciting
involved
strong
more-aware
talented
thoughtful
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Frequency
5
4
4
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Appendix 4 (continued). Word frequencies
Word frequencies for the interview question: “Please describe yourself in three words,
how you were ‘before Aimhigher’ and how you are ‘now’”. To support the infographic
data presentation in Chapter 6 (Figures 6:2 and 6:3).

“Before”
Word
deluded
fed-up
young
mischievous
keep
very

“Now”
Frequency
1
1
1
1
1
1

Word
different
acceptable
hyper
over-think
not overconfident
kind
smarter
hot-headed
100%
tall
definitely
ball
corner
ahead
funny
deluded
self-absorbed
mature
mental
handsome
energy
very
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Frequency
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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