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Abstract 

While the educational attainment of looked after children has been the focus of a growing 

body of research, much less is known about those care experienced young people who 

secure a place at university. This research aimed to explore the importance of a university 

level of education for individuals; the significance of a university education for care 

experienced people in the context of the changing world of work; and sought to understand 

the background and circumstances of care experienced people who do secure a place at 

university with a view to understanding how their progress could be replicated.  

The research foregrounded listening attentively to the experiences and opinions of care 

experienced people who had secured a place at university. Using a small self-selecting 

sample of fifteen participants data was gathered through questionnaires and interviews to 

establish the attitudes, behaviours and activities that these individuals identified as important 

in successfully taking up a place at university. A theoretical framework based on Bourdieu’s 

concepts of habitus, capital and field was used to explain and interpret the data. Key themes 

that re-occur throughout this research were the importance of a strengths-based approach, 

the value of proximity in the genesis, application and interpretation of research and research 

findings, and the worth of granularity – making specific recommendations for social work 

practice.  

An important lesson explored at a range of levels was the difference between ‘knowing that’ 

and ‘knowing how’, or the necessity of ‘propositional knowledge’ being translated into 

‘applied knowledge’, thus helping bridge the gap between research and practice. The 

research makes ten recommendations for social workers on how children and young people 

who are looked after might be better supported to consider the option of university. Rather 

than simply focussing on care experienced people as victims, it is better to acknowledge 

some are in fact active creators of their own lives. Learning from their experiences and 

expertise it might be possible to better support other care experienced people to successfully 

take up a place at university.   
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1.1 Foreword 

A degree level education is often an essential gateway to a number of advantages in life. 

Over the last twenty years the gap between the educational attainment of those who have 

been ‘in care’ and the wider population of children and young people has been the subject of 

a growing amount of research. This research focuses on that relatively small proportion of 

young people who have been ‘in care’ but who have also secured a place at university. 

This thesis adopts a different emphasis to much of the existing research. Rather than being 

focussed primarily on the barriers people face who have been ‘in care’, this research seeks 

to identify the attitudes, behaviours and activities that people who have been ‘in care’ and 

secured a place at university identified as being helpful to them in reaching that goal. It aims 

to show how a small group of people who were ‘in care’ did reach university and suggests 

how this knowledge might add to existing evidence on care experienced people and 

university. 

This introduction opens with the variety of descriptions and definitions available which are 

used to describe people who are, or have been, in care’ and explains why this research has 

adopted certain terms and phrases. It gives an overview of the areas and themes which will 

be covered in subsequent chapters, provides the research question, gives an overview of 

the research undertaken and explains why this research is important before setting out the 

structure of the thesis. 

1.2 Use of terminology 

The Children Act 1989 introduced the term ‘looked after’ to replace the phrase ‘in care’ 
(Children Act 1989) possibly signalling a break with the past (Packman and Jordan, 1991). 
Young people who had been looked after and then reached 18 and adulthood were thus 
people whose official description was ‘formerly looked after’. The very awkwardness of the 
two terms, ‘looked after’ and especially ‘formerly looked after’, seem to have led to the 
historic terminology of ‘in care’ and ‘care leavers’ being used side-by-side with the legal 
terminology of ‘looked after’ and ‘formerly looked after’ even within official government and 
parliamentary publications (for example, DCSF 2009, Zayed and Harker 2015).  
 
In the period this research was undertaken the term ‘care experienced’ increasingly became 
the preferred term, not least among care experienced people themselves (NNECL 2016, 
Harrison 2017). Part of this was perhaps that many that many care experienced people felt 
the term ‘looked after’ was not a good descriptor of their situation (Stein, 2011). The term 
care experienced can be used in variety of ways: to describe people who are currently 
‘looked after’, to describe those who are no longer looked after but are under 18, and those 
who are 18 or over and were ‘formerly looked after’ or indeed a combination of some or all 
these categories. For clarity, this research uses the term ‘looked after’ to describe those 
children and young people who are under 18 and either subject to voluntary care (Section 20 
of the Children Act 1989), an interim care order or a care order (Section 31 of the Children 
Act 1989) but uses the term ‘care experienced’ to describe people who were looked after but 
are now 18 or over. 
 

1.3 Overview 

While just over 50% of the population aged 18-30 now attend university (DfE, September 

2019), in contrast, only about 12% of the population of care experienced people attend 

university (Harrison, 2017). The population of care experienced people as a whole face a 
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range of challenges. In comparison to the general population, they have lower levels of 

educational attainment (DfE, 2020) higher levels of not being in education, employment or 

training (NEET) - 39% as opposed to 12% of the general population (DfE, Nov 2018) - higher 

levels of homelessness (Gill and Daw, 2017), higher levels of imprisonment (Fitzpatrick et al, 

2016) and even higher levels of early death (Murray et al, 2020). The population of care 

experienced people who attend university and defy these odds are therefore unusual among 

the wider population of care experienced people.  

While there is an extensive literature on the barriers to care experienced people attending 

university (see The Literature Review - Chapter 2) there is much less literature on how that 

small proportion of care experienced people who do secure a place at university and how 

they achieve this. As Chase et al point out: 

‘By presenting young people in leaving care solely as ‘victims’ of systems that fail them, we 

risk ignoring and undermining the role they themselves play in determining their own futures, 

and the resilience and resourcefulness that many possess’ 

(Chase, Simon and Jackson (Eds), 2006 p. 2) 

In contrast to much of this research, instead of understanding what has gone wrong, 

identifying the barriers that care experienced people face in reaching university, this 

research focuses on what has enabled care experienced people to secure a place at 

university: 

‘Over recent years, a conceptual framework for social care has evolved that focuses more 

on what is working well rather than what is going wrong. The so-called ‘strengths 

perspective’ in social work practice…. adopts a different way of looking at individuals, 

families and communities, and encourages empowering practices that seek actively to 

support family strengths and capacities rather than concentrate on their shortfalls and 

inadequacies. The impetus for this change in approach has emerged from an 

acknowledgement that much social care work is still based on ‘individual, family and 

community deficits, problems, victimization and disorder…’ 

(Chase, Simon and Jackson (Eds), 2006 p. 2) 

A more recent definition is: 

A ’strengths-based approach’ focusses on people’s goals and resources rather than their 

problems’ 

(Price et al, 2020 p. 1) 

This is not to deny or minimise the very real and entrenched challenges facing many care 

experienced people (Ford et al 2007, Gill and Daw 2017, Meltzer et al 2003, Fitzpatrick et al 

2016). Rather, it is to acknowledge that identifying strengths which can be built on may be 

preferable to dwelling on problems that must be overcome. The strengths-based approach is 

not unique to social work (Saleebey, 2006). The approach of building on strengths has also 

been adopted by certain psychological perspectives (Sheldon and Macdonald, 2009), certain 

therapeutic approaches (Shennan, 2014) and is even used in management techniques such 

as ‘appreciative inquiry’ (Lewis et al, 2008). More recently the approach has been given 

attention by research organisations such as the National Institute of Health Research (Price 

et al, 2020) and the Social Care Institute of Excellence and National Institute of Clinical 

Evidence (SCIE/NICE, 2019). 
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In parallel, there has been growing recognition of what ‘service users’ can and should 

contribute to research and policy (Glasby and Beresford 2006, Beresford 2016). Listening 

attentively to what services users say, both their experiences and their opinions, is not 

simply an ethical imperative it is also political in that it helps shift the power balance from 

service providers to service users (Ocloo and Matthews, 2016). It can also be intensely 

practical in that it can give insight into how the specifics of service delivery can be 

strengthened and improved (for example, Wilberforce et al, 2019). This growing emphasis 

on the importance of service user perspectives is also a feature of research and policy with 

and for care experienced people (Dixon, Wade and Blower, 2019) and the imperatives that 

apply to listening to services users, equally apply to looked after children and young people 

who are care experienced. 

Strengths and the importance of care experienced people in identifying these strengths 

shaped the research question: 

What do care experienced people say is important in leading them to successfully take up a 

place at university?  

An important element that will re-occur through the research and findings is that of ‘proximity’ 

(Glasby and Beresford, 2006). Glasby and Beresford argue that in certain cases: 

‘The lived experience of service users/carers and the practice wisdom of practitioners can be 

just as valid a way of understanding the world as formal research’ 

And 

‘For some research questions, proximity to the object being studied can be more appropriate 

than notions of ‘distance’ or ‘objectivity’’ 

(Glasby and Beresford, 2006 p 2018). 

As a social worker I was privileged to work directly with looked after children and young 

people between 2009 and 2016. I am certainly not claiming that my proximity to similar 

circumstances and situations as described in the research trumps the experience and 

opinions of care experienced people or wider academic research, but I do acknowledge 

these personal experiences and it is legitimate to use these experiences to provoke 

reflection. With Glasby and Beresford, I argue that the proximity to a situation can be 

complementary to academic rigour by contributing to insight and relevance (Glasby and 

Beresford, 2006). This helps narrow the gap between research, policy and practice (Green, 

2008). A risk of ‘proximity’ is that the researcher’s personal views cloud, or even eclipse, the 

evidence of other findings (Oakley, 2005). A tool to overcome this is reflexivity (D’Cruz et al, 

2007) and I will say more about this initially in Chapter 3 on Methodology and Methods and 

then subsequently.   

A key factor that my experience called for was what I shall describe as ‘granularity’. As a 

front-line social worker, I was frequently frustrated with research that stopped short of 

identifying specific recommendations for social work practice. Fischer notes: 

‘The last thing that people who use services or practitioners want is research that stops at 

analysis’ 

(Fischer 2011, p. 4)  

Other research offered broad injunctions such as ‘better support’ or ‘improved relationships’. 

But how were such terms to be understood and delivered by a practitioner? What were the 

specific differences I should make to my practice that might give ‘better support’ or ‘improved 
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relationships’ to the children and young people I worked with? As a result, in exploring how 

care experienced people defied the odds and reached university I wanted to understand the 

specifics of circumstances (for example, schools, relationships with social workers and foster 

carers) attitudes (to study and degree subject) behaviours (homework, extra-curricular 

activity, attending university open days) and actions that contributed to a tangible result: the 

successful take-up of a place at university. 

However, a proximity to front-line social work is not the only aspect of my personal 

experience. Now working in a UK wide policy role, I am both an observer of, and participant 

in, the shaping of national legislation and policies. In this role I observe that too often social 

work research ‘remains on the shelf’. I was subsequently struck by the research finding that: 

‘…although social work academics want to influence social policy and are generally 

motivated and have knowledge to do so there is a lack of self-efficacy and skills to turn these 

good intentions into practice.’ 

(McLaughlin and Tan 2017, in Gal and Weiss-Gal (Eds) 2017 p213) 

The mobilisation of research knowledge to influence policy and improve services is not 

simply an extra ‘nice-to-have’. Coulter et al argue that it is an ethical imperative to use 

research to improve services (Coulter et al 2014, Ziebland et al 2013). 

As someone currently employed to help mobilise research knowledge into influencing policy, 

I was interested in how this research might contribute to the policy debate. In Chapter 8, I 

thus give considerable attention to the processes whereby research potentially shapes policy 

and practice, since how research is framed and communicated determines to some extent 

whether and to what extent it influences policy. 

A key conceptual theme that emerged as the research developed was the difference 

between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ (Ryle 1963, Eraut 1994). ‘Knowing that’ is 

‘propositional knowledge’ while ‘knowing how’ is applying that knowledge in a practical way. 

This theme of ‘knowing how’ is taken up at various points in describing and analysing the 

data and I will argue, for example, that the research participants were people who both 

‘knew that’ but also ‘knew how’ to secure a place at university. Further, as a former 

practitioner now working in the field of policy, while I was interested in ‘knowing that’ a small 

proportion of care experienced people did secure a place at university, I was also interested 

in ‘knowing how’ they achieved this and how this might inform the process of helping other 

care experienced people reach university. I was also interested in ‘knowing how’ research 

knowledge became mobilized into policy - a ‘know how’ that McLaughlin and Tan (2017) felt 

was lacking. Indeed, as I hope to show, the distinction between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing 

how’ can provide a useful bridge for closing the gap between policy and practice (Green 

2008).  

Having articulated the context and circumstances I turn to introducing the research question, 

aims and objectives. 

1.4 The research question and statement of aims and objectives 

The importance of listening attentively to the knowledge and expertise of care experienced 

people (Holland 2009, Dixon et al 2019), their under-representation at university (Harrison 

2017), and a strengths-based perspective (Price et al 2020) combined to give rise to the 

research question:  

What do care experienced people say is important in leading them to successfully take up a 

place at university? 
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Unpacking the circumstances and context of the research question led to the aims of the 

study which were to: 

Demonstrate the importance of a university level of education for individuals; 

Explore how this level of education translates into outcomes for young people; 

Investigate the significance of a university education for care experienced people in the 

context of the changing world of work; 

Demonstrate and explore the under-representation of care experienced people at university; 

Understand the background and circumstances of care experienced people who do secure a 

place at university with a view to understanding how their progress could be replicated 

The objectives were to: 

Identify the attitudes, behaviours and activities that care experienced people identify as 

important in successfully taking up a place at university.  

The objectives grew from the desire to understand the specifics that led to the successful 

take up of a university place. 

1.5 Preview of the research  

Fifteen care experienced people aged between 18 and 30 completed questionnaires and 

took part in the research interviews. Some of them were under-graduates, some of them had 

completed degrees, some of them were undertaking or completed postgraduate study, and 

some were training for, or already working in, graduate entry professional roles. For the 

reasons explained above, the emphasis in gathering the data was not on the barriers to 

achieving a place at university but again, specifically the granularity of their circumstances, 

attitudes, behaviours and activities that may have played a role in enabling them to reach 

university.  

While I started this research with a basic knowledge of some theoretical models, I decided 

for this research that any adoption of a theoretical model should follow from the evidence 

gathered, rather than adopting a theoretical model and then trying to ‘fit’ the evidence to 

support that model (Popper, 1969). An advantage of this is that it allows the reader to reach 

their own conclusions about the findings before being offered a model that I think best 

explains the evidence. This explains the ordering of the content of the thesis. I set out the 

findings from the questionnaires and interviews in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 and then set out a 

theoretical model in Chapter 7 which I believe best explains these findings.   

I will argue that the data derived from the research is best understood and interpreted in 

terms of Bourdieu in relation to his concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘capital’ and ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1986, 

Bourdieu 1988, Bourdieu 1996). I will argue that rather than these concepts being limited to 

high level ‘grand narratives’ they provide both a conceptual under-pinning uniting the insights 

of the research participants and explain why specific attitudes, behaviours and activities of 

participants translated into securing a place at university.  

As a result of political devolution, a process which started in 1997, Scotland, Northern 

Ireland and Wales enjoy increasing autonomy from the legislation and policies of the central 

UK Government at Westminster. As a result, the legal and policy positions of the four 

countries of the UK in relation to higher education, looked after children and care 

experienced people are increasingly diverging. For example, the cost of undergraduate 

degrees for individuals is a major issue in England (Crawford et al, 2017), however, in 
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Scotland undertaking an undergraduate degree is free (Connelly, 2013). There is also 

divergence on the legislation and policies relating to children who are looked after (Celcis, 

2018). For this reason, this research was restricted to the situation in England.  

1.6 Why is this research important? 

Educational attainment is central to improving the long-term chances of young people. 

Securing a place at university is a key milestone of progress. A degree increases the chance 

of a better paid job, on-going training and development, choice of career and employment 

security and is also associated with the wider ‘public good’. The current gap between the 

proportion of all young people who go to university and the proportion of care experienced 

people who go to university therefore raises profound questions about equity and social 

justice (Rawls 1971). 

Having a degree level education is associated with a significant range of benefits. The most 

tangible benefits are associated with a greater likelihood of being employed (DfE, April 2018) 

and generally higher, sometimes significantly higher, earnings in employment (Walker and 

Zhu 2013, Belfield et al 2018, Britton et al 2020), although the precise uplift varies between 

university, the type and quality of degree (Britton, 2016) and gender, disability and ethnicity 

(Universities UK / NUS, 2019). Once in degree-level employment, graduates generally 

benefit from access to higher levels of training and development which both facilitates career 

progression and reduces risk in a rapidly evolving job market by allowing ‘side-step’ career 

moves (Luchinskaya and Dickson, 2019). A degree level of education is also associated with 

better health (Brunner and Marmot, 2006), a later first sexual experience and later child-

bearing (Wolf, 2013), higher social trust (Li et al, 2017) as well as an increased chance of 

the graduate’s own children doing well educationally (Sutton Trust, 2010).   

A key factor in securing a place at university is achieving the necessary academic results 

(Harrison, 2017). As a whole, looked after children under-perform academically compared to 

the total population of children and young people, for example, under the ‘Attainment 8’ 

measure which allocates points per grade for each GCSE the average score for care 

experienced children and young people was 19.1 compared to 44.6 for the average pupil 

(DfE, March 2020 p.11). However, the achievement of academic grades is both hindered 

and helped by a wide range of social factors. Care experienced people are hindered by 

higher levels of special educational needs (DfE, 2020) mental health problems (Meltzer et 

2003, Ford et al 2007) and instability in both placements and school (Children’s 

Commissioner, 2018). Social factors that can help individual academic attainment include 

the level of parental educational attainment (Feinstein, 2006) whether parents went to 

university (Sutton Trust, 2010) attitudes towards formal education (Arnot and Reay, 2006), 

the quality of school (Crawford 2014), the quality of formal and informal careers advice 

(Hughes et al 2016, ONS 2018(a)) and participation in extra-curricular activity (Tanner et al 

2016). Securing a place at university does involve securing the appropriate academic grades 

but securing the grades is influenced by a range of other factors. 

The second factor which makes this research important is the number of individuals affected. 

There is a substantial population of looked after children and young people. Currently, there 

are more than 80,000 children and young people aged between 0 and 18 (DfE, 2020) who 

are ‘looked after’. This is an increasing population: between 2008 and 2020 the population of 

looked after children and young people in grew by 20,000 (DfE, Nov 2018 / DfE, 2020). In 

addition, using the estimates provided by the National Audit Office it is possible to calculate 

that were an additional 120,000 people who moved from being looked after to independence 

who were aged between 18 and 30 (NAO, 2015). As this population increases in size, the 
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challenge of educational under-attainment, including the under-representation of care 

experienced people at university, becomes ever more pressing. 

The third factor is that over the last twenty years local authorities and schools have acquired 

a range of specific legal duties to raise the educational attainment of children and young 

people who are looked after. Building educational attainment is not a responsibility that 

ceases for local authorities when looked after children are 16, or at 18, but provides the 

foundation for post-18 education level and beyond. Alongside these legislative duties, 

significant financial and human resources are already committed to this population. 

According to the Department for Education (DfE), in 2018 there are some 32,500 social 

workers employed by local authorities (DfE, Feb 2018) working with children and families, 

and the average ‘caseload’ per social worker was 17.8 children (DfE, Feb 2018 p. 7). Since 

all children who are looked after are required to have an allocated social worker that would 

mean there were just over 4,200 social workers working with children and young people who 

are looked after (75,420 / 17.8 = 4,237). Social workers are, of course, just one group of 

professionals who undertake direct work with children and young people who are looked 

after including foster carers, teachers and other professionals. While there has been some 

progress in educational attainment, the proportion of care experienced people securing a 

place at university, continues to disappoint (Coman and Devaney 2011, Harrison 2017, 

Harrison 2019 (b)). Given the legal requirements and significant human and financial 

resources that are deployed it makes sense to explore new research perspectives that might 

contribute to improved insight in this situation.  

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

The research has been structured into nine chapters. Chapter 2 examines the relevant 

literature which includes so-called ‘grey literature’. This chapter includes a description of the 

relevant legislation and policy initiatives which have been introduced over the last twenty 

years. An important argument – demonstrated by the sheer volume of legislation and 

government policy – is that there has been no lack of legislative and policy effort devoted to 

trying to improve the outcomes, especially the educational outcomes, for looked after 

children and care experienced people, yet despite this the numbers of care experienced 

people at university continue to disappoint.    

Chapter 3 examines the Methodology and Methods of the research. The section on 

methodology looks at the ontological and epistemological assumptions underpinning the 

research, adopts a position on the balance between structure and agency, explores in more 

detail the issue of proximity and tackles the importance of reflexivity. The methods section 

explores the issues in listening attentively to the views and experiences of care experienced 

people, the development of the research question, the sample, the questionnaire, recruiting 

the sample and the interview process and technique. Consideration is given to the process 

of ethical approval and ethical issues arising. The chapter concludes with the techniques 

adopted for analysing the interviews. 

The subsequent three chapters address the data arising from the questionnaires and 

interviews and subsequent analysis. Careful thought was given to the arrangement of this 

material. Chapter 4 describes the circumstances of the sample: age and degree status, pre-

university education and quality of schools, homework patterns, pre-university qualifications, 

their living arrangements and geographical mobility, the support of specific individuals and 

their roles, including foster carers and social workers, who they saw as particularly helpful on 

their journey to university. Chapter 5 describes the attitudes of the participants: whether they 

saw themselves as the kind of person who went to university, their love of academic subject, 

how they chose a university, their plans after graduation and their motives for undertaking 
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the interview. Chapter 6 describes the relevant behaviours and activities that straddled both 

school and university, extra-curricular activities, the role of careers advice, the contribution of 

summer schools and internships, and the process of learning how to learn or metacognition. 

An explanation for this specific ordering is provided as part of the analysis.  

Chapter 7 provides a fuller discussion, and consequent findings, exploring and applying the 

Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field (first introduced in Chapter Two) before 

applying this theoretical model to the attitudes, behaviours and activities of the research 

participants. Chapter 8 sets out a series of specific recommendations before exploring the 

process whereby research is mobilised into policy. Finally, Chapter 9, sets out the unique 

contribution of the research, and explores the lessons for future research. 

1.8 Conclusion  

This research builds on and complements work of other researchers who have identified the 

barriers to care experienced people attending university by exploring ‘knowing how’ some 

care experienced individuals went on to secure a place at university. 

Adopting an approach which looks at the strengths deployed, this research explores how 

care experienced people secured a place at university through first listening attentively to 

their experiences and opinions and seeking to understand the granularity of the participants 

attitudes, behaviours and activities. Key recurring themes include the issue of proximity to 

both practice and the development of policy, the distinction between ‘knowing that’ and 

‘knowing how’ and the ethical importance of mobilising knowledge to improve policy and 

practice. This was a small purposive self-selecting sample, nevertheless I will argue the 

participants experiences and perspectives provide important insight into how other care 

experienced people might best be supported into university. I now turn to the literature 

review.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction. 

This chapter explores and describes the relevant literature to help answer the research 

question: 

What do care experienced people say is important in leading them to successfully take up a 

place at university? 

The chapter sets out the literature review questions, the methodology of the literature review, 

the findings related to the literature review questions, an analysis of the findings and 

conclusion. 

The literature review conformed to the definition set out in Aveyard et al (2016, p 3). Aveyard 

et al identify a number of factors common to most literature reviews: focussed literature 

review question(s), inclusion and exclusion criteria, specific key terms, sources of evidence, 

record of searches, critique, presentation of all the relevant material, analysis and synthesis 

of the findings, discussion of the contribution to the research question and an identification of 

what is known and unknown. 

Early exploration of the broad research area had identified some literature, but the formation 

of the research question led to a more systematic search. The process of search, reading 

and reference harvesting provided further references to be followed up. This growing 

awareness of the potential literature led to a list of web sources being developed which could 

then be a source of regular updates. This iterative process was thus also a cumulative 

process (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005) ending in late 2020. 

In Chapter 1, I introduced the importance of the application of propositional knowledge: 

‘knowing how’ as much as ‘knowing that’ (Ryle 1963). This legitimates the use of so-called 

‘grey literature’ that meets appropriate standards. The literature review thus includes 

literature that addresses relevant knowledge as applied in the real world. Indeed, Shaw 

(1999) argues literature needs to be relevant as well as rigorous. Relevant grey literature 

may thus include material from government sources (legislation, statistics, government 

policies and reports), material from advocacy and campaign groups (for example, reports 

from independent and charitable organisations and think tanks) and material from other 

sources such as quality websites and journalistic sources. Grey literature may well be highly 

relevant - but it may also be of variable quality. All the grey material identified was thus 

subject to a critical analysis using the TAPUPA principles: Transparency, Accuracy, 

Purposivity, Utility, Propriety, and Accessibility (Pawson et al, 2003). This publication was 

particularly useful because it was commissioned by the Social Care Institute for Excellence 

(SCIE) with a view to providing quality control in the realm of applied knowledge (Pawson et 

al, 2003) for social work and social care. Some of this grey material may be simply 

descriptive, but in research of this nature describing contexts or identifying quantities can be 

a necessary precursor to analysis and understanding. A further important element that grey 

literature can provide is timeliness – legal and policy situations can change rapidly. An 

element of this research is that the research tries to address the realities of today, not simply 

the situation of two or three years ago.  

Given the very different sources necessary to access grey literature a systematic literature 

review – in the sense of scoring and hierarchical grading - was not appropriate 

(Hammersley, 2001). This literature review thus adopts the approach of Arksey and 

O’Malley’s ‘scoping study’ (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005): 
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‘…the scoping study method is guided by a requirement to identify all relevant literature 

regardless of study design…to this end the researcher may not wish to place strict limitations 

on search terms, identification of relevant studies, or study selection at the outset. The 

process is not linear but iterative, requiring researchers to engage with each stage in a 

reflexive way and where necessary, repeat steps to ensure that the literature is covered in a 

comprehensive way’. 

(Arksey and O’Malley, 2005 p.22) 

2.2 The Literature Review Search Questions 

The research question was: 

What do care experienced people say is important in leading them to successfully take up a 

place at university? 

This leads to the literature research question: 

What is known from the existing literature about care experienced people taking up a place 

at university?  

This leads to the following sub-questions:  

What is known from existing literature in relation to: 

The law relating to the education of care experienced people and related government 

policies? 

The number of children looked after, the numbers of care experienced people, their 

educational attainment and the numbers of care experienced people at university?  

The barriers facing care experienced people securing a place at university? What theoretical 

models have been used to explain and interpret these barriers? 

What do children who are looked after and care experienced people say about education 

and university? 

The financial circumstances of taking up a place at university? 

The advantages and disadvantages of taking up a university place? 

The success factors identified in care experienced people taking up a university place? 

2.3 Search categories, inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

The literature search contained both a general search and specific searches (for example, 

with regard to specific legislation and government policies). The general search approach is 

described here, with the more specific searches being described below. Key words and 

phrases identified for the general search through DISCOVER and Google Scholar were 

looked after children / young people / in care / care leavers / care experienced and university 

/ academic attainment / SEN / attachment / resilience / educational experiences / adverse 

childhood experience (ACE), challenging behaviours / exclusion / mental health /poverty / 

relationships / school moves / truanting / absenteeism. In addition, another 45 websites were 

searched (The complete list of websites is set out in the footnote1). 

 
1 Quasi-government organisations: HEFCE, National Audit Office, Office for the Children’s Commissioner, Office 
of Fair Access, Office for Students, Ofsted, Social Mobility Commission, UCAS. Think-tanks: Centre for Social 
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I also undertook ‘author search’ (following up the articles of authors who had published two 

or more papers on a particularly relevant topic), undertook searches of literature reviews, 

references and bibliographies, attended events related to the research topic, joined mailing 

lists, and when the opportunity was available had conversations with academics, 

professionals and service users, which was always useful and occasionally yielded important 

references. 

Literature related to raising general academic attainment in schools through teaching was 

excluded as was literature related purely to educational psychology. This was on the 

grounds that these were both likely to be large sources of literature and as a social work 

professional I did not have the education, skills and experience of either an educationalist or 

a psychologist. 

As was explained in Chapter 1, literature relating to the research question which specifically 

focussed on care experienced people and university in Scotland, Northern Ireland and 

Wales was excluded on the grounds that these three countries have increasingly diverging 

legislation and policies relating to children who are looked after and different funding levels 

for undergraduates (for example, Connelly, 2013). Incorporating this broad range of material 

was beyond the scope of this research. 

International research on the topic was excluded. This was on the grounds that the 

legislation, policy and delivery of services to children who are parented by the state vary 

considerably between nation states while the structures and funding of higher education also 

vary considerably. Incorporating this material would involve a wider comparative study which 

was beyond the scope of this research. 

Legislation and government policy in relation to looked after children and care experienced 

people has developed significantly since 1989, and especially since 1997, as a result 

legislation and policy prior to 1989 has been excluded. The academic literature has 

developed significantly over the last twenty years, as a result academic journal articles prior 

to 2000 were excluded.   

The literature review and analysis emphasise two areas. The law relating to children and 

young people who are looked after and care experienced people and related government 

policy initiatives and the wider social and economic circumstances that relate to the children 

of low-income families and their attendance at university. The reasons for this emphasis will 

be explained later. 

2.4 The Literature search process and findings 

What is known about the law relating to the education of care experienced people and 

related government policies? 

There has been a sustained engagement at a legislative and policy level on the education of 

looked after children and young people and care experienced young people. This section 

sets out the relevant legislation and policy. A distinction for the search was made between 

 
Justice, Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion, Child Poverty Action Group, Civitas, Demos, Fabian Society, 
Higher Education Policy Institute, IEA, Institute of Fiscal Studies, IPPR, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, New 
Economics Foundation, New Policy Institute, NESTA, Resolution Foundation, Res Publica, Royal Society of Arts, 
Social Market Foundation, Sutton Trust. Professional Organisations: NNECL, NEON, NUS, Universities UK. 
Providers: Causeway Education, Into University, the Brilliant Club, Drive Forward Foundation, Researchers in 
Schools – Champion Universities, Villiers Park Trust. Academic centres: Rees Centre. Voluntary Sector: Become, 
Buttle Trust, Children’s Society, Coram Voce, TACT, Research in Practice. Reputable news alerts and reporting: 
the BBC, the Economist, the Guardian, the Financial Times.      
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primary legislation (which receives the full scrutiny of the Houses of Parliament), statutory 

instrument, which has the force of law (but is enacted by ministers) and government policy 

which has not the force of law but has the force of government ‘expected practice’. Key 

relevant legislation and policy points were identified initially through my own experience of 

being responsible for delivering the legislation in a practice setting. This was then checked 

by reading the books and articles identified in the academic search to see what legislation 

they referenced.  

In England, government matters for social work related to children are handled by the 

Department for Education (DfE). (This department has gone through various iterations of title 

including the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) and the Department for Children 

Schools and Families (DCSF)).  Part of the DfE website includes a section on children who 

are looked after, and this provided a useful summary of materials.  

A search was also undertaken of Parliament’s Select Committee system which scrutinises 

the work of Government and holds individual ministers to account. The work of the 

Education Select Committee (which generally shadows the functions of the DfE) was also 

followed to see if there was any relevant material here. To support both individual MPs and 

the Select Committee system there is the House of Commons Library, which also operates a 

research function. It also published reports. 

A search was also undertaken of websites of quasi-governmental organisations that is 

established and funded by government but operating at arms-length from the government: 

The National Audit Office, the Children’s Commissioner, Ofsted, OFFA (Office for Fair 

Access to Education) subsequently the Office for Students (OFS), the Social Mobility 

Commission (which has also undergone several changes of title). Again, all these 

organisations websites were checked on a regular basis. The website of the Local 

Government Association (LGA) the representative body of local government was also 

checked. In February 2018, the Government launched a ‘Review of post 18 education and 

funding’, more commonly known as the Augar Review, a title derived from the name of the 

review’s chair (Gov.uk, 2018). While the Review has now reported the Government shows 

little indication to date of responding to the recommendations. 

Securing a place at university requires a certain level of educational attainment. There have 

been sustained attempts by successive governments through legislation and policy to raise 

the level of educational attainment of children and young people who are looked after. It is 

particularly important to acknowledge them all in this literature review since the sheer 

volume underscores just how many legislative and policy endeavours have taken place over 

the last twenty years. 

The Children Act 1989 (Children Act 1989) is widely seen as a watershed piece of legislation 
both then and now (for example, Packman and Jordan 1992, Bamford 2015). The Children 
Act arguably started the journey to a multi-disciplinary approach to meeting the needs of 
looked after children, which in time, was to address the education of looked after young 
people. However, at the time of implementation, the Children Act 1989 only took local 
authorities’ legal responsibilities for looked after children and young people up to the age of 
18. The Act introduced the term ‘looked after’ to describe children and young people (that is, 
young people under the age of 18) who were cared for by the state. People who were 
previously looked after and had reached 18 and over are described in the legislation and 
some guidance as ‘formerly looked after’ (a term which is not widely used), a term which is 
sometimes used alongside the term ‘care leavers’ or increasingly ‘care experienced’ (for 
example, NNECL 2016, Harrison 2017). As was explained in Chapter 1, this research will 
use the legally correct term ‘looked after’ to describe children who are under 18 and the term 
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‘care experienced’ to describe young people who have been looked after but are now 18 or 
over.  
 
The implementation of the Children Act was accompanied by a range of statutory 

instruments and multiple volumes of ‘guidance’ but none of this specifically dealt with the 

education of looked after children. In 1997 Labour became the party of Government for the 

first time since 1979. The Labour Government had a broad political aim of improving 

educational outcomes overall (for example, Giddens 2000, Labour Party 1997) and looked 

after children were no exception. In 1998 the Government published ‘Modernising Social 

Services: Promoting Independence, Improving Protection and Raising Standards’ (DoH, 

1998). The paper was explicit about shortcomings in social work including those relating to 

looked after children noting that 30% had Special Educational Needs (SEN) as opposed to 

3% of the general population, 25% of ‘care leavers’ had no qualifications, 25% had not 

attended school regularly, 67% had an identified mental health problem and 22% of all male 

prisoners had been previously looked after (DoH,1998 p 57-58). 

A key emphasis was on that group of young people who were no longer looked after but 

continued to need support. In 2000 the Children Act (Leaving Care) Act was passed which 

gave a new legal duty to local authorities: 

It is the duty of the local authority looking after a child to advise, assist and befriend him with 

a view to promoting his welfare when they have ceased to look after him’  

(Section 19A, Children (Leaving Care) Act, 2000)  

The Act defined who was a ‘care leaver’ and thus who was entitled to support after the age 

of 18, extended this support until the young person was 21, stipulated the introduction of the 

‘Pathway Plan’ which contained a section on the young person’s education and training, 

created a new role to provide support to ‘care leavers’ up to the age of 21 (the Personal 

Advisor or PA) and gave local authorities discretionary powers to fund education (including 

degrees) for care experienced people up to the age of 24. 

This was followed in 2003 by ‘A better education for children in care’ (SEU, 2003) produced 

by the Social Exclusion Unit – a government in-house research and development group – 

which acknowledged the gap in educational attainment between children who were looked 

after and the wider population of children and set a target of: 

‘substantially narrowing the gap between the educational attainment and participation of 

children in care and that of their peers by 2006’  

(SEU, 2003 p 4) 

2003 also saw the publication of the policy ‘Every Child Matters’ (HM Government, 2003). 

The document proposed five new outcomes for all children: be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and 

achieve, make a positive contribution and achieve economic well-being. As Purcell notes this 

was primarily: 

‘to facilitate a shift towards prevention and early intervention in line with Labour initiatives 

such as Sure Start’ 

(Purcell, 2020 p 74) 

Every Child Matters signalled the possibility for ending distinct separate local authority social 

work departments which could then be merged with local authority education departments, 
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potentially resolving the organisational dilemma between who was ultimately responsible in 

local authorities for improving the educational attainment of looked after children.  

Every Child Matters was followed by legislation and the Children Act 2004 gave local 

authorities power to make this organisational change. In a significant development the 2004 

Act also amended the 1989 Act to give local authorities ‘the duty to promote the child’s 

educational achievement’ (Section 52, Children Act 2004). This was accompanied by 67 

pages of guidance (DfES 2004). New responsibilities were created for both a lead councillor 

in the local authority and a lead officer (on the staff side) to improve educational outcomes 

for looked after children. The Personal Education Plan (PEP) was introduced for children 

who were looked after. The PEP process aimed to bring the child, the carers, the school and 

the social worker together every six months or so to the ‘PEP meeting’ to set mutually 

agreed educational objectives for the child and provide the necessary support (for example, 

extra tutoring) to help the child achieve these goals. This then became a formal record of 

action which would be reviewed at the subsequent PEP meeting. 

In 2008 local government agencies came together with the government to produce ‘Care 

Matters: Time to deliver for children in care: An implementation plan’ (DCSF, 2008). Yet 

again improving educational outcomes was on the agenda. 2009 saw no less than five sets 

of government guidance introduced to improve educational outcomes for looked after 

children: an over-arching strategy, guidance for primary schools, guidance for secondary 

schools, guidance for lead teachers (‘designated teachers’) who were tasked with improving 

educational outcomes in each school and guidance for governing bodies (DCSF 2009 (a), 

DCSF (b), DCSF 2009 (c), DCSF (d) DCSF 2009 (e) DCSF 2009 (f)). 

Shortly after the Labour Party lost power and was replaced by a Government coalition made 

up of the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats. Under the coalition government a ‘pupil 

premium’ was introduced which gave additional per capita funding to schools for vulnerable 

children, including children who were looked after, an initiative again aimed at improving 

educational attainment for looked after children. This was followed by a pause on relevant 

legislative and policy activity until the Children and Families Act 2014 which made it 

mandatory for local authorities to offer ‘staying put’ that is, the option for young people to 

stay on with their foster carers after 18 an initiative to provide on-going support and 

accommodation to care experienced people. This aimed to strengthen support for young 

people who were no longer looked after, possibly even providing them with a ‘home’ base 

should they go to university. Following an earlier pilot, under Section 99 of the Act Local 

Authorities had to appoint one person to promote the education of looked after children and 

young people – a post which became known as the ‘Virtual School Head’ (Berridge 2011, 

Berridge et al 2009). Virtual School Heads were subsequently supported by access to Pupil 

Premium Plus, additional per capita funding to the pupil premium which was available to 

support looked after children in school (DfE, 2018).    

2017 saw the Children and Social Work Act which again enhanced the rights of care 

experienced people to specific services (Sections 2 and 3), extended the role of the PA to 

care experienced people aged up to 25, some of whom might be in higher education and 

introduced ‘the local offer’ - a range of local services for care experienced people. However, 

political responsiveness did not end there. The then minister with responsibility for children, 

Nadhim Zahawi, announced a new initiative to support care leavers – the Care Leaver 

Covenant (Gov.UK, 2018) and the DfE reissued guidance on promoting the education of 

looked after children (DfE, 2018). In 2019 the DfE issued ‘Principles to Guide Higher 

Education Providers on improving care leavers access and participation in HE’ (DfE, 2019). 
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A dominant view within much social work academic literature is that the driving force behind 

much of this policy and legislative change in children’s social work is neo-liberalism (for 

example, Rogowski 2010, Jones 2019, Tunstill 2019, Tunstill and Willow 2017). This is 

reflected in limiting the role of the public sector through reduced public expenditure (‘cuts’ 

and ‘austerity’), deregulation, increasing diversity of providers, and a punitive regime of 

performance management for both individuals and organisations. As will be shown, many of 

these themes are echoed in some criticisms of schools and education policy.  

The risk is that this theoretical view becomes all so pervasive that any worthwhile policy and 

legislative progress is ignored. Given the welter of overlapping changes, over such an 
extended period, it is difficult to disentangle which precise policy or legislative input leads to 

which impact, but certain initiatives have had some success, for example, the introduction of 

Virtual Schools (Berridge et al, 2009). It is difficult to see here how the introduction of Virtual 

Schools advanced a neo-liberal agenda. A further challenge, especially for the researcher 

who is interested in how knowledge can improve social work practice, is that other than calls 

for ‘resistance’ no alternative model is articulated (for example, Rogowski 2010, Tunstill 

2019). A more prosaic account is that political parties achieve a democratic mandate by 

winning elections, not only for what they wish to achieve but how they wish to achieve it. As 

Purcell points out (2020) Governments do bring ideological considerations to policy making 

but this process is also shaped by non-ideological advice, practical constraints and other 

considerations (Goodin et al, 2008). 

The changes to legislation and policy relating to looked after children, and care experienced 

people, sat within a wider agenda for change in primary and secondary education set out by 

successive governments. The purpose of education is often identified as four-fold: education 

for citizenship, education for employment and the economy, education for self-fulfilment and 

education for socialisation (Bailey, 2010). Education for citizenship is primarily around 

preparing children and young people to take an active part in society (for example, Dewey 

1963). Education for employment involves preparing children and young people for the world 

of work and, by extension, their contribution to the wider economy. Education for self-

fulfilment is about learning new knowledge and skills and the pleasure derived from that, 

while education for socialisation is about preparing children and young people to play, learn, 

work and ultimately live with others. These categories overlap: for example, education for 

self-fulfilment and education for employment are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

However, over the last thirty years there has been a growing emphasis on education for 

employment and economy with the starting point for this shift often linked to a speech by the 

then Prime Minister James Callaghan in 1976 (Ball 2017, Barber 1996). The discourse of 

successive prime ministers (Thatcher, Major, Blair, Brown, Cameron) which has led to far 

reaching changes in education policy has emphasised global economic competition, the role 

of a knowledge-based economy, the importance of an academic education (particularly 

maths and science) and the fear that Britain is falling behind in educational standards in 

comparison with other nations (Ball 2017). 

Starting with the 1988 Education Act, successive governments have introduced and 

maintained legal and policy changes to schools associated with the concepts of the market: 

linking income to volume (or in educational terms pupil numbers), diversity of the market 

through a range of increasingly independent educational providers, consumer (that is, 

parental) choice and standards to measure and improve educational attainment. The 

progressive introduction of Local Management of Schools from 1988 increasingly severed 

local authority control from their local schools and linked school income to the number of 

pupils on role thus creating an element of competition between schools. Later Academies 

(briefly preceded by City Technology Colleges) were wholly independent of local education 
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authorities and were subsequently followed by Academy Trusts (local, regional, or national) 

chains of independent education providers funded by state money and sometimes supported 

by commercial sponsorship. Academies were in turn followed by Free Schools who had 

significant freedoms from existing educative legal requirements (Ball, 2017).   

The National Curriculum was also introduced in 1988, followed by nationally administered 

Standardised Assessment Tests (SATs). SATs results by school, along with GCSE and ‘A’ 

level results were made publicly available in school league tables. The patrician Her 

Majesty’s Inspectorate of Schools was overtaken by OfSTED – the Office for Standards in 

Education – to assess and grade schools in their ability to improve academic attainment, and 

again the inspection results were made public (Ball 2017).       

One effect of these changes was to accentuate the polarisation between ‘good’ schools – 

that is, those achieving high academic grades - and ‘less-good’ schools. More academically 

minded parents, who actively supported their children in academic matters, opted into better 

schools, leading to those schools being over-subscribed with the most able students 

(Montacute and Cullinane, 2018). An effect of these changes was to make it harder for many 

of those children whose parents are less motivated, less able, or less financially well-

endowed to live in the catchment area of a good school, to secure a good school place for 

their child, and this group will include many children of school age who later go on to be 

looked after. 

The legislative and policy initiatives to raise educational attainment aimed specifically at 

children who were looked after and care experienced people in primary and secondary 

education were paralleled in Higher Education by what become known as the ‘Widening 

Participation’ agenda (Crawford et al, 2017). A key aspect was the creation of the Office for 

Fair Access (OFFA) in 2004, which subsequently became the Office for Students (Ebdon, 

2018). OFFA’s role was to support under-represented groups into and while at university. 

While the brief of OFFA was wider than just care experienced people, it included care 

experienced people as part of the wider population it served (see for example, OFFA, 2020). 

A key tool of OFFA were so-called ‘Access Agreements’. Universities had to submit ‘Access 

Agreements’ (which were subsequently replaced by ‘Access and Participation Plans’) to 

OFFA which set out how they would undertake outreach with under-represented groups to 

encourage and support them into university and how they would support these groups once 

they were in university. Again, this included care experienced people. In parallel to this 

development, NNECL (The National Network for the Education of Care Leavers) was set up 

in around 2014, initially an informal network of professionals, subsequently a charity, which 

aimed to resource workers in universities supporting care experienced people and this 

produced a number of resources including ‘Supporting Care Leavers in FE and HE: A guide 

for those taking on the role of care leaver contact’ (NNECL, 2016). Related work 

commissioned by universities themselves included a literature review of widening 

participation (Moore et al, 2013) and ‘The Caring University in 2016: Practice, Partnership 

and Strategy with the Care Experienced Student’ (Rawson, 2016). Individual universities 

continue to remain highly committed to the agenda of ‘widening participation’ (see, for 

example, Hauri et al, 2019).   

Universities have always enjoyed substantial independence from the state and had the 

power to set and accredit their own curriculum reflected in their ability to grant degrees. 

Nevertheless, many of the key themes of marketisation identified above are also occurring in 

higher education. A substantial proportion of university income is linked to student numbers, 

especially for newer universities. While there has always been a subtle competition between 

universities, this competition has become increasingly explicit with advertising campaigns, 
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borrowing to fund new campus buildings to attract students and even cash incentives (Hale 

and Vina 2016). Grants for universities to undertake research are increasingly replaced by 

competitive bidding processes for research funding (Ball, 2017). There is a pan-university 

process for grading research efforts by academics and university departments – the 

Research Evaluation Framework - or REF (REF 21, 2021). While this is a peer review 

process across universities (rather than an assessment by an external agency such as 

OfSTED) the results are made public and influence both subsequent funding and student 

choice. The Teaching Evaluation Framework (TEF) is another tool for evaluating universities 

and again influences student choice (TEF, 2021). 

For the prospective student, particularly the prospective care experienced student, this 

proliferation of choice, competing metrics and cacophony of claim and counter-claim leads to 

Major and Machin pointing put out that: 

‘For first-generation students without the tacit knowledge of the middle classes, choosing the 

right degree has become one of life’s most important … decisions – at a time when the 

market is increasingly complex and confusing’ 

(Major and Machin, 2018 p 106)    

Paralleling the analysis of legislative and policy reform in children’s social work, critics of 

legislative and policy change in schools and universities point to the neo-liberal elements of 

such reform: tying student numbers to income, shifting funding from grants to contracts, 

ever-increasing competition and ever- increasing requirements to meet the demands of ‘the 

market’ that is, students and their parents (Ball 2017, Reay 2017). However, the risk is that 

the critics downplay the challenges to education prior to 1988. As Barber notes: 

‘It seems incredible…that we as a nation tolerated a school system under which, as recently 

as 1985, only just a quarter of sixteen-year-olds achieved five O Level passes or the 

equivalent’ 

(Barber 1996, p 45) 

Critics also risk overdrawing the distinction between the functions of education for 

employment and the economy with education for self-fulfilment. Perhaps self-fulfilment can  

also be found through a graduate education, that allows employment in a professional role, 

with a decent income, that also contributes to the economy and society (for example, 

through a higher tax take) and perhaps this form of self-fulfilment is more rewarding than 

being stuck in a job which is poorly paid and well below an individual’s talents and 

aspirations.  

This raft of policy and policy initiatives demonstrates that over the last twenty years there 

has not been a lack of political will across Labour, Coalition and Conservative Governments 

to raise educational attainment for looked after children and care experienced people 

through investment in legislative and policy initiatives. This legislation and related policies 

has arguably been necessary but a key question remains as to whether it has been enough? 

Although the proportion of care experienced people who secure a place at university has 

increased from 6% to 12% (Harrison, 2017) it still falls far short of the 50% of the entire 

population of those aged 18 to 30 who secure a place at university (DfE, 2019). 

What is known from existing literature about the number of children looked after, the 

numbers of care experienced people, their educational attainment and the numbers of care 

experienced people at university?  
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The DfE collects a range of statistics that are released on an annual basis: This includes: the 

number of children who are looked after (the series ‘Children looked after in England 

(including adoption’); the outcomes of children who are looked after (the series ‘Outcomes 

for children looked after’); and the numbers of social workers working in the field of children 

and families (the series ‘Children and family social work workforce’). Data is gathered from 

all the local authority areas in England. As well as the ‘bald statistics’, until 2019 all the 

series also provided commentary and initial analysis.  

The DfE also publish the series ‘Participation Rates in Higher Education’ which sets out the 

proportion of young people with a degree or at university by age 30 and the series ‘Graduate 

Labour Market Statistics’ which sets out both the employment rates of graduates to non-

graduates and median salaries by educational qualification level. Additional statistical 

material is also provided by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA).  

As of March 2020, there were 80,080 children and young people looked after in England. 

This is a population that has been growing continuously since 2008 (DfE, Nov 2018). The 

outcomes for this population in aggregate, are poor, for example 39% of care experienced 

people aged between 19 and 21 were not in education, employment or training compared to 

12% of all young people (DfE, Nov 2018). Over 4,000 social workers work with this 

population (DfE, 2018 p 7). This is a significant resource, but is, of course only part of the 

cadre of staff deployed to work with this population of children and young people that 

includes foster carers, ‘Personal Advisors’ and teachers. The National Audit Office (NAO, 

2015) estimated some 10,000 young people left looked after status every year and joined 

the wider population of care experienced people, thus over a twenty-year period the 

population of care experienced people might top 200,000.  

Harrison (2017) identified educational performance at Key Stage 4 (KS4) as critical to 

whether a young person progressed to university, as did Crawford (2014). ‘Attainment 8’ is 

the average achievement of pupils at Key Stage 4. The Attainment 8 score for looked after 

children is 19.3 compared to 44.5 for children who are not looked after (DfE March 2018). 

The research of Sebba et al (2015) and Berridge et al (2019) demonstrate how this low 

achievement is a long-term feature of looked after children. This low achievement at KS4 is 

then reflected in subsequent exam results (particularly A levels) which determine the 

academic credentials needed to secure a place at university. Harrison (Harrison, 2017) went 

on to identify that just under 12% of care leavers aged between 18 and 30 gained a 

university place in 2014/15 compared to some 50% of all young people aged between 18 

and 30 (DfE, September 2018). Harrison estimated a total population of just over 3,500 care-

experienced people at university in 2016 (Harrison 2017 p.9). 

The DfE published statistics for the first time on the numbers of care experienced people in 

higher education in September 2016 and estimated that 6% of the care experienced 

population were at university (DfE, 2016). Harrison’s estimate (2017) was that 12% of care 

experienced people were in fact at university. However, this apparent ‘improvement’ has to 

be set in the context that higher education participation rates overall have continued to 

increase: from 33% in 2000 (Robertson, 2010) to 42% in 2006 to just over 50% in 2017 (DfE 

September, 2019). 

What is known from existing literature about barriers facing care experienced people 

securing a place at university? What theoretical models have been used to explain and 

interpret these barriers? 

As described above the most immediate barrier to securing a university place is low 

academic attainment at GCSE level (Harrison, 2017). Low attainment at GCSE is then a 
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major hindrance to achieving sufficiently good grades at A levels or equivalent. But this 

immediately raises the question, what might be the causes of this low academic attainment. 

This search was the subject of both a search of academic journals, books and a search of 

think tanks and advocacy groups. It has been known for some time (Berridge et al, 2008) 

that many looked after children face educational and behavioural difficulties in the school 

setting. A high proportion of looked after children and young people have Special 

Educational Needs (SEN). According to the DfE: 

‘In 2019, 55.9% of looked after children had a special educational need, compared to 46% of 

children in need and 14.9% of all children’  

(DfE 2020, p5) 

Meltzer at al (2003) in a major study concluded that: 

‘Among young people aged 5- 17 years looked after by local authorities, 45% were assessed 

as having a mental disorder: 37% had clinically significant conduct disorders, 12% were 

assesses as having emotional disorders – anxiety and depression – and 7% were rated as 

hyperactive.’  

(Meltzer et al 2003 p xii)   

Meltzer also identified a high level of developmental delay for looked after children - between 

one and three years – before going on to explore the implications in terms of schooling: 60% 

of the sample had ‘marked difficulty’ with reading, or writing or spelling, 30% of the whole 

sample had been identified as having Special Educational Needs and among those with a 

mental disorder this rose to 42%. Ford et al (2007) came to similar conclusions about the 

prevalence of mental health problems among children who were looked after and after 

controlling for other variables stated:     

‘Children looked after by local authorities had higher levels of psychopathology, educational 

difficulties and neurodevelopmental disorders, and ‘looked after’ status was independently 

associated with nearly all types of psychiatric disorder after adjusting for those educational 

and physical factors. The prevalence of psychiatric disorder was particularly high among 

those living in residential care and with many recent changes of placement’ 

(Ford et al, 2007 p1) 

Such significant problems at school may then result in absenteeism, truancy or exclusion 

and once a child is permanently excluded there may well be an extended gap before a place 

in alternative school can be identified. 

Schooling is also disrupted by placement moves, which may result either in the child having 

to travel long distances to retain their place at their current school – which is hardly 

conducive to education - or mid-year transfer to another school (Children’s Commissioner, 

2018).  Placement moves are sometimes caused by factors that are outside of the control of 

social workers (for example, relationship breakdown / divorce between foster carers, or a 

diagnosis of serious long term illness) but more frequently are associated with specific 

characteristics of the child (for example, social, mental or emotional health issues), age 

(older teenagers experience more placement instability) and specific behaviours (for 

example, drug or alcohol abuse) (Children’s Commissioner, 2018). 

It is worth noting that for a child to be looked after on a compulsory basis they must first 

become subject to a Care Order made under Section 31 of the 1989 Children Act. Meeting 

the required threshold of a Section 31 order requires both social workers (who represent the 
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local authority) and even more significantly, the court, to determine that ‘significant harm’ has 

occurred, or is at major risk of occurring, to the child or young person. A Section 31 order is 

a judgement that requires the court to set aside Article 8 of the Human Rights Act 1998– the 

right to family life. Nor is the court process a simple rubber stamp of a local authority 

application. Courts can, and do, reject applications for Section 31 orders. A finding of 

‘significant harm’ is thus a high threshold and therefore reflects major problems in the family. 

Reflecting this court finding of ‘significant harm’, children who become looked after bring with 

them a significant legacy of abuse, neglect and trauma.      

A predominant model in social work used to explain and intervene in this legacy of abuse, 

neglect and trauma is the model of attachment. Originally developed by Bowlby (1982) the 

model of attachment has been developed, interpreted and applied in a wide variety of ways. 

For example, the model of attachment is sometimes placed alongside child development 

models (Aldgate et al, 2006). Attachment theory has also come under recent critique (White 

et al, 2020). While there is a large literature on looked after children and attachment which 

has been influential on practice (for example, Cairns 2012, Schofield and Beek 2014) only 

two texts were identified on looked after children, and educational attainment which 

addressed attachment. Hiles et al (2013) did a review of literature and emphasised the 

importance of relationships and emotional support. Adley and Kina (2017) also identified 

emotional support as key. A key question here is that while relationships and emotional 

support are key to any upbringing, what distinguishes between adequate relationships and 

emotional support and better relationships and emotional support? Or to put it more 

practically, what precisely should social workers, foster carers and teachers do to improve 

the quality of their relationships with looked after children?    

A more recent development is the concept of resilience which Gilligan defines as positive 

adaptation in the face of adversity (Gilligan, 2004). According to Gilligan resilience: 

‘…arises from a process and results in positive adaptation in the face of adversity’ 

(Gilligan, 2004 p 94) 

While Stein has made the concept of resilience central in his work on care leavers (Stein 

2005, Stein 2006, Stein 2008, Stein 2013) additional articles were found that specifically 

addressed resilience and educational attainment. Driscoll (Driscoll, 2011) identified 

relationships as key to resilience and educational aspiration but also identified that care 

experienced people could be resistant to help. While resilience is clearly important (Berridge 

2017, Cameron 2007, Mallon 2007) a problematic element of the concept of resilience is that 

while it is easily recognised that individual care experienced people do draw on individual 

strengths to overcome the odds, the concept of resilience in social work practice can morph 

into other models (for example, psycho-dynamic approaches (Winkler 2014)) or an even 

more vague sense of the person having that ‘extra something’ such as ‘character’ (Tough, 

2012) ‘grit’ (Roberts, 2009) or ‘drive’ (Pink 2009).  

A key question is therefore if a looked after young person is not resilient, can resilience be 

developed and if so, how? Gilligan (2013) argues that extra-curricular activity can improve 

resilience and educational attainment but Benzies and Mychasiuk (2009) point out the 

development of resilience is rooted in the experiences of family and community that develop 

and foster resiliency in the first place, and this returns to the point that many care 

experienced people have had lives which have originated in circumstances of significant 

abuse, neglect and trauma. A currently popular concept is that of Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACE) (Lacey and Minnis, 2019). No literature was found on looked after 

children, educational attainment and ACE. 
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While the barriers of mental health, placement instability, school instability and problems 

inside and outside the classroom are undoubtedly key factors, a factor in the wider research 

literature is that academic attainment is strongly correlated with family income: the higher the 

income the higher the educational attainment and attainment at school ripples through into 

whether young people do, or do not, reach university. The UK is a profoundly unequal 

country in terms of income. (Hills 2015, IFS 2015, ONS 2018, Padley et al 2017, Rowlingson 

and McKay 2012). As Friedman and Laurison remind us: 

‘Education is indeed an essential way that class advantages and disadvantages are 

reproduced…While half of people from professional and managerial backgrounds have an 

undergraduate degree or more, less than 30% of those from intermediate origins, and only 

about one in every eight people from working class origins, have first degrees.’ 

(Friedman and Laurison, 2019 p 38).    

Although the connection between academic attainment and socio-economic conditions has 

been known for some time (Hoggart 1957, Jackson and Marsden 1966, Willis 1977, Anyon 

1980) the introduction of standardized academic tests allowed precise metrics to be put on 

these observations (Feinstein 2003, Nash and Harker 2006). For the children of low-income 

families, low attainment levels persist resulting in them being under-represented at 

university. This is now widely accepted in the research literature (Atherton and Mazhari 

2019, Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2018, Crawford et al 2017, Major and Machin 2018) with Reay 

arguing lack of formal educational attainment is as much about class as it is about income 

(Reay 2017, Reay et al 2001, Reay et al 2009(a) and Reay et al 2009(b)).  

It is important to note that looked after children and young people come almost exclusively 

from the lowest income brackets of society (Bebbington and Miles 1989, Berridge 2006, 

Bywaters et al 2015, Bilson 2017 and Bywaters et al 2017, Bywaters et al 2018) and thus 

their low educational attainment, and consequently their under-representation at university, 

reflects the overall social and economic group of which they are a part. Five studies have 

rightly drawn attention to the links between care experienced people and the wider socio-

economic circumstances of their parents: Bebbington and Miles (1989) Berridge (2006) 

Berridge (2012) Coman and Devaney (2011) and Goodyer (2013). 

A range of explanations have been put forward to explain why the children of low- income 

families have lower attainment: this includes the quality of schools, attitudes towards 

homework, extra-curricular activity, careers advice and ‘aspiration’. 

Schools are key to academic attainment and schools vary in quality (Crawford, 2014). 

School entry is primarily determined by catchment area and there is a tendency for house 

prices to be higher in catchment areas of schools rated highly by Ofsted (Richardson, 2017) 

and this has the effect of screening out low-income families. Poorer families may also lack 

choice about where they live (for example, they may be allocated social housing in a certain 

area) and this in turn restricts their choice of school. Poorer areas of the country tend to 

have less quality schools generally (Social Mobility Foundation 2016, Coughlan 2016, 

Children’s Commissioner 2018) and where there are high quality schools the take-up of 

places tends to be dominated by the children of parents from higher income groups. 

Homework is key to academic attainment (Sammons et al, 2014) and in low-income families 

there is generally less emphasis on the importance of homework (Arnot and Reay, 2006) 

and more practical constraints to undertaking it (for example, less physical space and 

consequently higher levels of noise and disruption). Extra-curricular activity is associated 

with higher levels of attainment and university take up (Tanner et al, 2016). Extra-curricular 

activity might include participating in individual and team sports, playing a musical 
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instrument, or participating in the Duke of Edinburgh Award. As well as general benefits (for 

example, developing teamwork, enhancing agency) there are also specific advantages when 

applying to university: demonstrating an ‘in-depth’ interest in a subject (for example, going to 

see a play if one plans to do drama) and demonstrating the status of a ‘rounded’ individual – 

both important evidence for a UCAS form (Shuker, 2010). The children of low-income 

families are much less likely to participate in extra -curricular activity. Three reasons have 

been posited why this is the case: while many extra-curricular activities are free or 

subsidised, there is often a cost, and this excludes low-income families (Donnelly et al, 

2020); weaker schools tend to offer less extra-curricular activities (Tanner et al, 2016); and 

extra-curricular activities they may be seen by children of low-income families as another 

form of ‘homework’ to be avoided (Tanner et al, 2016). 

Careers advice comes via both formal and informal routes. Formal career advice is delivered 

through the school curriculum (Hughes et al 2016). Informal careers advice comes from 

family and friends (ONS 2018(a)). Granovetter, in a seminal article ‘The Strength of Weak 

Ties’ (Granovetter 1973, 1981) argued that social connections are key in accessing 

information about, and ensuring access to, tangible resources. The extent to which social 

networks evolve and how they benefit individuals, families and groups has become a major 

area of study (see, for example, Coleman 1990 and Small 2009). In practical terms this 

informal advice can translate into discussions about what specific jobs involve, information 

on job vacancies and introductions to people who work in the desired career area. Lack of 

such advice, or incorrect advice, can be a major problem since both career goals and the 

steps necessary to achieve them are not fully understood (Yates et al, 2011). It also seems 

likely social networks are key to helping would-be applicants access university for example, 

family and friends can create an expectation that the young person can go to university, 

assert that they will enjoy and benefit from the experience, advise on university generally 

and encourage studies in a focussed way. Once GCSEs are secured, family and friends who 

have been to university can help with more precise advice on which subject to apply for, 

which universities might offer the best options, strategies for application and support with the 

UCAS application. This view is supported by the reality that the children of graduates are 

significantly more likely to attend university than the children of non-graduates (Sutton Trust 

2010). For those children from low-income families, which includes care experienced young 

people, accessing these resources, and therefore a university place, is much harder since 

family and friends have not had the experience of university themselves.   

More controversially, is the issue of what is often dubbed ‘lack of aspiration’. A Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation report states: 

‘The aspirations, attitudes and behaviour of parents and children potentially play an 

important part in explaining why poor children typically do worse at school’ 

(Goodman and Gregg, 2010 p 1) 

In this interpretation lack of aspiration translates into formal education being identified as 

peripheral (Jackson and Marsden, 1966) or worse there is an active resistance to school 

(Willis 1977, Arnot and Reay 2006). Willis and Reay put forward reasons for this (see also 

Reay 2017) arguing that working class children are effectively excluded from the education 

process. A different perspective is advanced by St Clair et al (2013) who argue that the 

aspirations of people who are in the lower socio-economic demographics are no different to 

those of other demographics, what they lack is knowledge of what is realistic and how to 

‘operationalise’ their skills to grasp the opportunities available. Part of this ‘realistic 

aspiration’ is an accurate sense of how much other people earn. There is some evidence 

that low-income families have a limited sense of the precise metrics of other people’s wealth 
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(ONS, 2018(a)) and whether, and to what extent, a degree qualification was important in 

securing this income. Since such individuals are not aware of how much professionals earn, 

perhaps they are less likely to realize the potential earning power the possession of a degree 

confers. Harrison et al (2018) are also sceptical of the notion of aspiration also arguing that 

low-income families have equal levels of aspiration to everyone else – what they lack is 

educational attainment. Instead, Harrison (2018) uses the model of ‘creating possible selves’ 

– an analysis I will return to later in this research.  

A model for understanding how social advantage translates into educational advantage is 

Bourdieu’s model of capital (Bourdieu 1986, 1996). I will describe Bourdieu’s model in 

Chapter 7 in greater detail, here I simply want to introduce the concept. The term ‘capital’ 

can be used in the sense of ‘financial capital’ but Bourdieu’s concept of ‘capital’ is much 

wider: while it includes financial capital, it also includes cultural capital (for example, a ‘good 

enough’ knowledge of current affairs, the arts and science) but also social capital - social 

connections and social ‘know-how’. However, Bourdieu’s model of social capital is wider 

than the ‘mere’ social connections that can bring advantage (Granovetter 1973, Putnam 

2000, Small 2009, McClung and Gayle 2013). Bourdieu’s capital offers choice – a range of 

options through which to secure advantage. Already economically advantaged parents can 

thus buy a house in the catchment area of a good state school, fund extra tuition sessions, 

pay for extra-curricular activities, are more likely to take their children to (free) museums and 

art galleries, engage effectively with teachers, set the expectations and conditions for 

homework and provide the informal social connections to think about future universities and 

future professions (Major and Machin, 2018). There is another similarity between Bourdieu’s 

capital and financial capital – it can be transferred between generations. The model also 

explains why there is a correlation between the educational outcomes of parents and the 

educational outcomes of teenagers (Sutton Trust, 2010) and why a powerful predictor of 

whether children go to university is whether their parents went to university (Major and 

Machin, 2018). Perhaps surprisingly little is made of this reality in the literature relating to 

care experienced people, educational under-attainment and university 

What is known from existing literature about what children who are looked-after and care 

experienced people say about education and university? 

This was the subject of both a search of academic journals and a search of charities and 

advocacy groups. 

Helped by the requirement of the 1989 Children Act to take the child’s views into account 

(Part 1, Section 1 (3) Children Act 1989), the increasing prominence of children’s rights in 

the area of looked after children (see, for example, Stein 2011, Goodyer 2013) and wider 

ethical imperatives (Beresford, 2016), the process of hearing what children and young 

people say (sometimes described as ‘voice’) has become an increasing feature of work and 

research with looked after children and young people. By 2009 Holland (2009) in a literature 

review found 14 studies which involved hearing the views of young people who were looked 

after while Dixon et al (2018) described a range of techniques and methodological 

approaches in hearing children and young people’s voice.  

In the area of looked after children and academic attainment Harker et al (2003) studied 80 

children and young people and found that teachers were identified as being supporters of 

aspiration while social workers were not. A follow up study 18 months later showed 

improvement in supporting aspiration from both teachers and social workers (Harker et al, 

2004). Broad’s study (2011) for TACT (a major independent fostering agency) investigated 

the aspirations of young people in stable foster placements and identified that ‘81 percent 

thought school was ‘Excellent’ or ‘Good’ but despite this: 
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‘55 percent of the young people said they lacked confidence in doing homework and taking 

exams and would welcome further help in these areas’  

(Broad, 2011 p 4).  

Evans et al (2016) in their study of 26 care experienced people concluded that looked after 

young people needed to be more involved in shaping their education but also identified the 

risk of being stigmatised by differential attention. Care experienced people also identified 

problems of placement instability, inadequate resources and carers with a lack of time and 

skills. Hyde – Dryden in a PhD thesis (2012) studied care experienced people at university 

which described through the personal experiences of care experienced people many of the 

barriers already identified. A further study carried out for TACT (2017) to discover children’s 

views of education identified that while looked after children had career plans that reflected 

wider career aspirations – including university – many had low aspirations and attributed this 

to a legacy of issues which prevented appropriate attention to realising future plans. Manny 

et al (2017) drew on the experiences of 67 care leavers. Key findings here were low 

expectations from professionals (particularly social workers), a resistance to being singled 

out for special attention and the difficulties of dealing with the trauma of family life and being 

in care. Harrison (2017) looked at what care experienced people at university thought about 

their experiences – and highlighted problems with the transition to university highlighted 

alongside issues of (lack) of local authority support. Selywn et al (2018) in research for the 

charity ‘Coram Voice’ on the looked after children’s views on their well-being did not address 

the issue of education, while Lipkin (2016) in a doctoral thesis traced the journey of care 

experienced people into university through 10 young people and highlighted the barriers to 

entry and continued involvement at university.  

What is known from existing literature about the financial circumstances of taking up a place 

at university? 

For those care experienced people who overcome these barriers and are able to consider a 

place at university it seemed possible the cost of undertaking a degree is a major factor. The 

search involved establishing how the student loan system works, what the financial 

obligations of a student loan are, and the nature and period of repayment. It also involved 

understanding whether loans cover student maintenance costs which involved material both 

from Universities UK (the association which represents universities) and the National Union 

of Students (the body which represents students). This led to consideration of how 

universities are funded. This involved accessing specialist think tank resources particularly 

the Institute of Fiscal Studies and understanding the background to the Augar Review. 

In 1997 ‘The Dearing Report’ (Dearing,1997) recommended that if the university sector were 

to expand significantly a wider income base was necessary. Dearing proposed that in the 

absence of further taxation this would be paid via a loan to the students, the loan consisting 

of a maintenance element (the living costs for the student) and a tuition element which would 

be paid directly to the university. In 1998 student loans were introduced by the Labour 

government for the first time, replacing the means tested grants scheme (Crawford et al, 

2017). Pre – 2006 loans were set at £1,200 for university fees and up to £4,195 for 

maintenance loans, in 2006 they increased to £3,375 for university fees and up to £4,950 for 

maintenance loans, in 2012 they increased to £9,000 for university fees and up to £5,500 for 

maintenance loans and from 2016 while the loan for fees remained at £9,000 the maximum 

maintenance loan increased to £8,200 (simplified from Crawford et al, 2017 p 45). 

For a student who has registered as an undergraduate in the period since 2016, the debt 

burden would be a £51,600 (i.e. (£9,000 + £8,200) x 3 years). However, from 2012 an 



30 
 

interest rate payment was set (the Retail Price Index (RPI) + 3%) while studying and after or 

RPI + 0% if income was less than £21,000 post-graduation (Crawford et al, 2017). RPI, as at 

October 2018, was 3.3% so a student debt would grow by 6.3% in the year of graduation 

and every year thereafter, so an initial debt of £51,600 would grow by 6.3% in the first year 

(£3,250) and every year thereafter. While there is threshold of earnings, below which loans 

do not have to serviced, loans continue to accumulate interest during periods of non-

payment. Ultimately, after a thirty-year period, any unpaid element of the loan plus 

accumulated interest is written off, so in practical terms a care-experienced person who 

completed a degree at 30 and had not had sufficient income to pay off the debt might need 

to wait until 60 until the debt was finally written off.  

However, there are further costs on top of these. The maximum maintenance loan does not 

fully cover maintenance costs (Moore 2013, Lewis 2017, 2018 and Bennet 2018). Both 

Lewis and Bennet calculate the shortfall at about £4,000 per year. According to NEON 

(2018) a significant proportion of students do not have enough information on the costs of 

undertaking a degree and is a major concern for students at university and after graduation. 

The majority of students thus face a major debt after graduating. Unlike many students, care 

experienced people have no family financial resources to fall back on after graduation. Care 

experienced people considering university thus face the prospect of a financial deficit at 

university plus a significant and growing debt after university of a minimum of £51,600 which 

will grow at a rate of 6.3% per year.   

What is known from the existing literature about the advantages and disadvantages of taking 

up a university place? 

This involved a wider search starting with different theoretical models on the purposes of 

education, critical perspectives on education, trends on university attendance, whether a 

degree conferred higher earnings and under what circumstances, whether university was a 

‘public good’, other identified advantages, government policy on university participation over 

the last forty years, variations in take up of university places by different socio-economic 

groups, post university education and training, and models of the learning society. 

The advantages of a university level of education can be divided into three categories: 

higher levels of financial returns on average, higher skill levels and greater autonomy and 

agency. 

Graduates are more likely to be employed. In 2018 the graduate employment rate was 

87.7% while the employment rate of non-graduates was 71.6% (DfE 2019 p 1). There is also 

a long-standing link between levels of education and levels of income, generally the higher 

the qualification the higher the salary. Walker and Zhu (Walker and Zhu, 2013) calculated 

that the average additional earnings over a career lifetime (as opposed to non-graduates 

with two ‘A’ levels) for a man was £168,000 and for a woman £252,000. If the graduate had 

a first or 2:1 average earnings increased a further £76,000 for men and £85,000 for women 

(see also IFS, 2016). This increased earning power can take effect quickly after graduation. 

More recent research (Belfield et al, 2018) demonstrated male graduates earning 25% more 

and women 50% more by the age of 29. These are averages with financial returns varying 

between universities and between degrees studied with, for example, maths and economics 

graduates from Russell Group universities earning significantly more than arts graduates 

from non-Russell Group universities (Britton et al 2016, Britton et al 2018). There are 

additional variations depending on ethnicity and disability (Universities UK/NUS, 2019). 

Inevitably, as the total number of people with a degree increases the value of a degree 

shrinks – the gap between graduate earnings and non-graduate earnings has become 
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smaller over the last twenty years and increasingly a Masters or further degree is required 

(Major and Machin, 2018). However, those who do have a post-graduate degree or 

qualification can earn more again (Lindley and Machin, 2013). 

It is also the case that the full financial benefits of a degree take time to come through since 

many of these statistics only measure the value of being a graduate under the age of 30. 

Graduation is an essential gateway to the professions and with professional qualifications 

come higher earning power. Traditional professions (law, medicine) built their earning power 

on a degree plus a professional qualification. While until relatively recently professions such 

as teaching, nursing or social work admitted both graduates and non-graduates increasingly 

professions are graduate entry only and this includes teaching, nursing and social work2. 

Earnings for those in professional roles tend to increase over the lifetime of the worker 

peaking in late middle age, while those in non-professional roles tend to peak much earlier 

(and at a much lower rate) (Hills, 2015), so progressing from a degree to a professional 

qualification is a long term – but valuable - investment. Graduate professional jobs also 

provide a greater level on on-the-job training which maximises the opportunities for 

promotion, as well as ‘sideways’ or ‘diagonal’ career moves, vital in an ever-changing 

workplace: 

‘Graduates are over three times more likely to participate in training than those with no 

qualifications (30% vs 8% in 2017) and previous research has shown half (49%) of adults 

from the lowest socio-economic groups have received no training since leaving school….’  

(Luchinskaya and Dickson, 2019 p.8) 

Education is not just the accumulation of propositional knowledge, although this can be a 

vitally important aspect. The value of a degree can be in the propositional knowledge learnt 

(‘knowing that’) but many degrees, such as arts degrees, have value even if the 

propositional knowledge is never used in the workplace. At university gaining a degree is the 

goal, but other skills can be learned and demonstrated to potential employers too.  

Stiglitz (2014) argues that the knowledge accrued with a degree is less important than the 

student’s ‘signal’ to future employees of their agency and intelligence. A university education 

demonstrates that the student is motivated to make an active choice, to gain a place, to 

pursue that choice for three years and thus show increasing agency. This demonstration is 

not just for a potential employer, it demonstrates to the graduate themselves that they are 

capable of reaching this milestone. More prosaically, university can potentially instil and 

demonstrate an ability to ‘get on with the job’ to the required standard without supervision. 

This is a valuable self-discipline and in the workplace an ability to do the job without a 

supervisor / manager having to constantly check up on the employee is highly valued (Margo 

et al, 2006). Further, university can help develop social skills. Social skills are highly valued 

in the workplace (British Academy 2017, Deming 2017, Gutman and Schoon 2013) and 

living and studying with a range of people, some of whom may be very different to the 

people a young person is used to, can help develop these skills. In short, a degree is not 

simply about ‘knowing that’ but also about ‘knowing how’.   

A degree level education is also associated with a range of ‘public goods’. A degree level 

education is associated with better health (Brunner and Marmot, 2006), a later first sexual 

 
2 It is worth noting that in social work, hardly thought of as being a lucrative profession, a newly qualified social 
worker can earn around £28,000 in their first job post qualification, and on annual increments, within seven 
years of qualification, can be earning up to £45,000. Line management roles will, of course, pay more. As a 
comparison the UK median household income is currently £30,000 
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experience and later child-bearing (Wolf, 2013), and higher social trust (Li et al, 2017). It 

seems that these benefits may reflect, in part, the greater autonomy and agency that 

securing a degree imparts.   

So much for the advantages that accrue to the individual. However, there is a long-standing 

view that education, particularly higher education, generates better jobs and more wealth for 

society as a whole. Underpinned by theoreticians (for example, Becker 1964, Bell 1976, 

Handy, 1984) the concept of ‘human capital’ was born. Essentially, the idea was that just as 

investment could increase the quality of a product, investment in human resources could 

increase the value of production. The ideas of Becker could be dismissed as part of a neo-

liberal discourse – increasing the value of assets and thus maximising profits for a select 

few. However, Murphy has pointed out that human capital is not simply a neo-liberal idea – 

he identifies 20 variations on models of human capital of which some are very much left of 

centre (Murphy, 2009) 

The concept of human capital, even if not explicitly labelled as such, underpinned the 

expansion of universities in the UK in the sixties and seventies (under Labour) (Robbins 

1963, Barber 1996), the conversion of polytechnics into universities and further university 

expansion from 1992 (under the Conservatives) and further expansion of university places 

under Labour (Dearing 1997, Labour Party 1997). High paid work translated into a greater 

tax take which could then be re-invested in public services. The concept and development of 

high paid, high skill work through a university education was also reflected in the work of 

Barber (Barber, 1996), Florida (Florida, 2002) and Savage et al (Savage et al 2013, Savage 

et al 2015). A key theme in this literature is that graduate level work is not only more highly 

paid, highly skilled work – but in a world where work is necessary graduate level work is 

more likely to be stimulating and enjoyable work (Florida, 2002). 

Counter to this argument is the received wisdom is that an employee can start at the bottom 

and work her or his way up. This may have been true in the past. But as Margo et al (2006) 

point out the reality is that in the ladder of employment, with low skill low paid jobs at the 

bottom, mid-skill mid-paid jobs in the middle and high skill high paid jobs at the top the 

middle rungs of mid-skill / mid paid jobs are increasingly disappearing. The erosion of mid-

skill / mid paid jobs has the effect of removing the intermediary rungs of the ladder. For 

people on the lower rungs, it is increasingly hard, if not impossible to make the jump to the 

middle and then upper rungs. Low or no educational qualifications traps individuals into low 

paid, insecure work (Standing, 2014). Many mid-range jobs are increasingly automated and 

even low paid service jobs such as in retail are also disappearing (Balaram and Stevens 

2018). 

In contrast, instead of a pyramid model, an increasingly binary model has developed (Reich, 

1991) with what has become described as ‘the precariat’ at the bottom of the income range 

(Standing, 2014). Precariat jobs are characterised by zero hours contracts, job insecurity 

and low wages that are falling in real terms. These roles are punctuated by periods of 

unemployment or under-employment. Balaram and Wallace-Stephens (2018) estimate that 

some 30% of the work force is in work that fits the criteria of the precariat. Just as care 

experienced people low academic attainment means they are under-represented at 

university, it also contributes to their over-representation in the precariat, thus some 40% of 

care experienced people aged 19 to 21 were not in employment, education or training 

(NEET) compared to 13% of all of the population of that age (DfE, 2017 p. 15). In this 

analysis, in a highly uncertain world and rapidly changing jobs market, having a degree is a 

way of managing risk (Beck, 1992). Qualifications create greater ability to move around the 
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job market. For disadvantaged young people, including the care experienced, having a 

degree is also a method of risk management (Harrison, 2017). 

What is known about the success factors identified in care experienced people taking up a 

university place? 

The problems of care experienced people in reaching university are well documented. But 

what findings were there in indicating some ways forward?  

Key work in both highlighting, understanding and responding to the issues relating to care 

experienced people and university has been undertaken by Jackson and colleagues. In a 

study of 38 care leavers entitled ‘Educational Success for children in public care: advice from 

a group of high achievers’ Martin and Jackson (2002) identified the fact that looked after 

children preferred not to be singled out in the school setting, highlighted the importance of 

relationships, identified the problem of low aspirations for care experienced people by 

professionals and identified practical barriers. In ‘By Degrees: going to university from care’ 

(Jackson et al, 2003) the authors noted that local authorities had got significantly better at 

supporting care leavers over the previous three years (this study came five years after 

‘Modernising Social Services’ in 1998 and three years after the Children (Leaving Care) Act 

2000), that  universities had got better at supporting care experienced people and other 

vulnerable groups, finance was big barrier to care experienced people going and staying at 

university and perhaps most interestingly for this research concluded that of care 

experienced people who did go to university a third of them had carers who had themselves 

been to university or were in professional work. This observation anticipated the theme 

introduced earlier that a powerful predictor of whether children went to university was 

whether parents (or in this case carers) had themselves gone to university (Sutton Trust, 

2010). It also resonates with the model of Bourdieu that capital can be transferred between 

generations. In ‘Foster care and higher education’ (Jackson et al, 2007) Jackson and Ajayi 

argued that carers were key in improving educational attainment and put forward a proposal 

for ‘education foster carers’ who would specialise in education support. In ‘Pathways through 

education for young people in care: ideas from research and practice’ (Jackson (Ed) 2013) 

Jackson and Ajayi assert – but do not give a source for this information – that of care leavers 

who do go on to university, a third of the carers are themselves graduates while of foster 

carers generally only 5% have a qualification equivalent to NVQ3 and most had left school 

with no GCSEs or O-levels (Jackson (Ed) 2013, p 166).  

Turning to other studies, despite the first words of the title of O’Sullivan et al (2007) article – 

‘Closing the Gap’ – the article was in fact a study of the problems – rather than any solutions 

to low academic attainment. Hollingworth (Hollingworth, 2011) identified extra-curricular 

activities as key for educational attainment among children who were looked after – a find 

that replicates wider research about the links between extra-curricular activity and education 

generally (Tanner al, 2016). Bluff et al (2012) explored the experience of nine care 

experienced people through three themes: identity, role models and the challenges of 

corporate parenting. Liabo et al (2013) undertook a review of educational interventions to 

support looked after children in school. Hiles et al (2013), as has already been shown, 

advocated attachment theory as a mechanism to develop support.  

The research of Cotton et al (2014) examined care experienced people in their third year of 

university and identified good relationships and financial support as key to their success. 

Driscoll also identified the importance of adult support (Driscoll 2015). Manny et al (2015) 

identified familiar themes: placement and school instability, carers who were not expected or 

supported to work on educational issues, emotional problems and low expectations by 

professionals. Evans et al (2016) again identified placement instability, lack of support from 
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carers and lack of resources. Gazeley and Hinton-Smith (2018) in a study of schools 

identified the support of peers, small incremental steps towards targets and the importance 

of relationships. Atkinson and Hyde in a literature review of care leavers views identified the 

importance of quality relationships with professionals and the need for flexible education 

systems to allow ‘second chances’ (Atkinson and Hyde, 2019).  

Ellis et al (2019, 2020) in a major study of 234 care experienced people uncovered similar 

themes around lack of support and made ‘high-level’ concrete suggestions as to how social 

workers, local authorities and universities might do things differently. Hanrahan et al (2020) 

called for a more flexible education systems that were realistic about the disrupted 

educational pathways of care experienced people while Batteteig et al (2020) argued for a 

wider definition of success than simply educational outcomes. A study by Pinkey et al (2020) 

involved both care experienced people at university and support staff and again highlighted 

the need for adult support. 

More recent work has moved away from small scale qualitative research studies. O’Higgins 

and Gardner (2017) in their systematic review give highly qualified conclusions from their 

research, for example, citing: 

‘an association between carer support and children’s educational outcomes’ 

(O’Higgins and Gardner, 2017 p. 30) 

In a similar vein, Jay and McGrath-Lone (2019) argued that in a screening of 582 sources 

only seven studies met their criteria for inclusion and on this basis argued for: 

‘more population-level research into the educational prospects of children in contact with 

C[hildrens]S[ocial]C[are]’ 

(Jay and McGrath-Lone, 2019 p. 1) 

A study funded by The What Works Centre for Children’s Social Care (Williams et al, 2020) 

identified low expectations among looked after children and the need for better adult support. 

While ‘What Works in Education for Children who have had Social workers’ (Saunders et al, 

2020) reviewed 63 randomised control trials on specialist educational interventions with 

looked after children in schools.     

2.5 Analysis 

As has been demonstrated by the literature review over the last twenty years there has been 

ongoing legislative and policy initiatives by central government to improve the outcomes of 

looked after children and young people and care experienced people generally, and 

significant emphasis on attempting to improve educational attainment. Significant staff 

resources are deployed in delivering these services including over 4,000 social workers 

(DfE, Feb 2018). Despite this activity looked after children as a whole have low academic 

attainment at Key Stage 4 (DfE, March 2017) and this is then reflected in the population of 

care leavers at university: only 12% of the population of care leavers go to university 

(Harrison, 2017) compared to over 50% of the general population of young people (DfE, 

September 2018). The year-on-year increase in the population of children looked after brings 

further urgency to this disappointing statistic.  

Children and young people who become looked after have a significant legacy of neglect, 

abuse and trauma. Once they become looked after this may manifest itself in mental health 

problems, developmental delay and challenging behaviours (Meltzer, 2003). In the school 

setting these problems can translate into special educational needs, absenteeism, truancy 
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and exclusion (Berridge, 2008). School continuity may be jeopardised by placement 

instability (Children’s Commissioner, 2018). These factors are likely to be reflected in low 

academic attainment at Key Stage 4 and, in turn, undermine the academic attainment 

needed to secure a place at university. 

There are a variety of models used within social work to understand, interpret and intervene 

with the issues faced by children and young people who are looked after, for example, 

models of attachment (Cairns, 2012) and resilience (Gilligan, 2004). What is not clear is 

whether, or how, these models improve academic attainment either at Key Stage 4, and 

consequently, the ability to win a place at university. Those care experienced people who 

are able to consider a university application, face significant financial barriers at university 

and beyond university. 

Encouragingly, there is growing body of research into understanding educational attainment 

for looked after children and care experienced people and increasingly the views of looked 

after children and care experienced people are central to this research. In terms of voice and 

academic attainment key problems raised by young people included the risk of being 

stigmatised in the school setting by differential attention, low academic expectations 

(especially by social workers), how placement instability undermined education, how legacy 

issues held them back, a lack of resources and skills and issues of transition support (Hyde-

Dryden 2012, Evans et al 2016, TACT 2017, Manny et al 2017, Harrison 2017). In terms of 

the positive aspects of support and intervention young people identified the importance of 

good and supportive relationships (Martin and Jackson 2002, Cotton et al 2014, Gazeley 

and Hinton-Smith, 2018) and financial support (Harrison, 2017).  

A gap in much of this literature is the lack of granularity: what specific support, attitudes, 

behaviours and activities helped the young care experienced person overcome the odds? 

For example, relationships are identified as crucial: but how is a ‘good’ relationship 

distinguished from a ‘medium’ or ‘poor’ relationship? What should a professional do, what 

should a social worker do, to ensure a ‘good’ relationship with a young person? One 

exception to the lack of granularity is the research around extra-curricular activity. Gilligan 

(2013) identified extra-curricular activity in key to building resilience and Hollingworth 

(Hollingworth, 2016) identified extra-curricular activity as key to improving academic 

attainment among children who are looked after - a finding which fits with wider research 

about extra-curricular activity raising academic attainment generally (Tanner et al, 2016). 

Perhaps most surprisingly, the literature on looked after children and care experienced 

people does not address the advantages that a university degree brings either in terms of 

enhanced employability, or enhanced income or enhanced agency or indeed the greater 

security a degree might bring in the changing world of work. One explanation might be that 

these advantages are assumed and do not need to be made explicit. Another explanation 

might be that social workers and foster carers have insufficient understanding themselves of 

the importance of a degree and consequently give insufficient attention to the importance of 

education in their work with looked after children and care experienced people. As a care 

experienced person, now a doctor, relates how at age 11, she asked in her new placement 

when she could go back to school. The answer was: 

‘Don’t worry about school right now, there are more important things to sort out first’  

(Jackson (Ed) 2013 p 48) 

As has been shown above, to gather the evidential material for the value of a degree, 

required a search far wider than the parameters of the literature on looked after children. If it 

is accepted that university is generally advantageous to people, then it should be generally 
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advantageous to care experienced people too. Only by setting out what care experienced 

people miss out by not going to university can the full social injustice of the issue be 

comprehended.    

A great deal of the literature reviewed suffers from ‘individuation’: the issues faced by the 

child or young person are seen in isolation from their wider social and economic context. 

This is true whether the literature focuses on models of attachment (Cairns, 2012), resilience 

(Gilligan, 2004) or child development (Aldgate et al (Eds), 2006). There is remarkably little 

emphasis on what looked after children and care experienced people share with the social 

and economic groups that they are drawn from both, let alone what might be learned from 

this. There are notable exceptions. Bebbington and Miles (1989) located looked after 

children within their social and economic context, but it took another eighteen years before 

Berridge (2008) noted: 

‘…child welfare research in England takes insufficient account of wider social theory ..[and].. 

has led to insufficient and simplistic explanations from researchers and policy makers of low 

achievement among looked after pupils… The socio-economic risk factors that linked with 

family breakdown and admission to care also predict low educational achievement, such as 

social class and poverty’  

(Berridge, 2008 p1)  

In 2011 Coman and Devaney noted that improving outcomes – including educational 

outcomes – for looked after children ‘remained elusive’ and issued a plea to understand ‘the 

complex interplay between looked after children and their environments’ (Coman and 

Devaney, 2011 p 1). In 2013 Goodyer noted that interventions relied largely on individual 

psychological interpretations and argued for understanding and interventions to be placed in 

a wider context (Goodyer, 2013). 

2.6 Conclusion 

Despite there being a growing literature on voice there is relatively little on the voice of care 

experienced people who have secured a place at university. Much of the literature 

emphasises the problems, there is much less on how the problems were overcome 

specifically in terms of the granularity of circumstances, attitudes, behaviours and activities 

of how care experienced people secured a place at university. Further, if this voice is to be 

fully heard understood, and the lessons replicated, the knowledge of these young people 

needs to be placed in their wider and social and economic context (Berridge 2008, Coman 

and Devaney 2011, Goodyer 2013). In the next chapter the issues of methodology and 

methods in hearing this voice are addressed.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology and Methods 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 3 sets out the research question, the theoretical and conceptual framework taken by 

this research and relates it to the research design and implementation. The research 

question was: 

What do care experienced people say is important in leading them to successfully take up a 

place at university?  

The first part of the chapter (‘Methodology’) sets out the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions of the research, describes the rationale for a critical realist approach, the 

importance of listening attentively to the experiences and opinions of care experienced 

people, addresses the issue of ‘proximity’ and explores the importance of reflexivity. The 

second part of the chapter (‘Methods’) looks at the process of developing the research 

question, determining the sample, decisions around involvement payments, designing the 

questionnaire and interview schedule, the issues of confidentiality, anonymity and 

safeguarding, ethical approval, recruiting the sample, the impact of Covid -19 and the 

interview process, recording, transcription and analysis.    

3.2 Ontology and epistemology 

There are different forms of knowledge and different kinds of knowing (Moses and Knutsen, 

2007, Pawson et al 2003), consequently this section addresses the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions of the research. One model is the positivist, or ‘natural 

science’, model first developed in the Enlightenment, a model which faces a number of 

challenges in application to social science. First, significant problems occur when the subject 

of study are human beings and human behaviour provides what MacIntyre identifies as 

‘systematic unpredictability in human affairs’ (MacIntyre,1985 p. 93), Second, the subjects of 

the research may react differently if they know they are the subject of observation (Mayo, 

1949). Third, the ‘objective researcher’ may not be as objective as they assert and may be 

affected, by attitudes relating to gender (for example, De Beauvoir 1953, Oakley 2005), 

ethnicity (Levering Lewis 1993 and 2000) disability (Oliver, 1990) or class (Crompton, 2008, 

Savage et al 2013). There is also risk of excluding different perspectives that may provide 

valuable insight. Fourth, researchers may have a world view that may not necessarily be 

‘accurate’ (Gramsci 2005, Kuhn 1962) or is accurate but only part of a wider picture 

(Goffman, 1986). Our world view shapes what we do and not take account of. Fifth, in the 

natural science model, the risk is that people merely become subjects of research: passive 

recipients, subjects rather than objects, instead of being recognised as fellow citizens 

(Beresford 2016, Ocloo and Matthews 2016). Sixth it has also been argued that in the quest 

for objectivity relevance can be lost (Shaw, 1999) while others have argued that even if 

objective ‘distance’ can be achieved it may not always be an advantage (Glasby and 

Beresford, 2006). In contrast therefore to a purely positivist approach, this research 

acknowledges a broader view of what ‘knowledge’ consists of and how this perception might 

be shaped by the researchers experiences and ‘world view’.   

3.3 Social Constructionism 

Instead, of a purely positivist approach, it can be more helpful to think how ‘objective reality’ 
is perceived and shaped by individual and collective perception – a perception that is shaped 
by social context and process. Social constructionism acknowledges that: 
 



38 
 

‘what we take to be the world … depends on how we approach it, and how we approach 
depends on the social relationships of which we are a part’  
 
(Gergen, 2009 p. 2).  
 
Social constructionism recognises that language is embedded in social, historical and 
cultural context and the combination of language and social context are closely entwined. 
This understanding has partial roots in the work of Wittgenstein who proposed that a shared 
understanding of language – what he called ‘language games’ (and here the term ‘games’ is 
not used in a pejorative sense) – is crucial to creating and sharing meaning (Wittgenstein, 
1953). Thus, words and phrases could change their meanings between different social 
contexts and different communities.  
 
This model of language as a ‘tool’, that is words could change function and meaning 
between different social contexts, rather than as a fixed descriptor of an empirical reality, 
was subsequently developed by a range of philosophers including Austin (1962). Here the 
idea of language as a tool was developed further into a model where language did not 
simply describe reality - it could create reality. Austin argued for the idea of ‘performative 
utterances’. ‘Performative utterances’ require a social context and a socially recognised 
authority. Lest this observation be identified as a post-modernist moment (Oakley, 2005) I 
want to use an example of how words create reality with a specific example. This research 
focuses on care experienced people, so it is appropriate to provide an example that relates 
‘performative utterance’ to the process of becoming looked after. In Chapter 2, I introduced 
the legal process whereby children gain a new legal status, that of being looked after, 
through the making of a Care Order under Section 31 of the 1989 Children Act. To observe 
this process in court is to hear the judge sum up the evidence before concluding: ‘I therefore 
make the Care Order’. This is a ‘performative utterance’ that removes sole parental 
responsibility from the birth parents, sets to one side Article 8 of the Human Rights Act, and 
results in parental responsibility being shared with the local authority until the child is 18. 
This legal ‘performative utterance’ removes perhaps the most basic right – the right to parent 
one’s own children – and requires this responsibility to be shared with the state. The 
‘performative utterance’ of the judge does not simply describe a legal and practical reality - it 
creates a legal and practical reality.  
 
Other forms of language as a tool include the sense in which people create their own stories 
which then shapes their lives – another form of language creating reality (Abrams 2010, 
Baldwin 2013, Gergen 2009, Silva 2013, Willis 1977). Social constructionism therefore  
recognises that speech and text does not simply describe empirical realities, speech and text  
can create possibilities and realities. Thought can often take the form of words, so words do 
not have to be spoken to create possibilities. Words (whether in speech or thought) can also 
limit possibilities and thus realities into how young people perceive their future (Abrams 
2010, Silva 2013, Willis, 1977). Narratives, which are the sequence of words used to form 
the stories that we tell about ourselves, or that we tell about other people (Baldwin 2013, 
Gergen 2009) are thus not merely descriptive they can be determinative. These narratives 
have the potential to be negative and constraining or positive and empowering. This 
research explores whether these self-written or adopted narratives become particularly 
important as care experienced people envision their future and whether university has a role 
in that future.  For example, a care experienced person saying: ‘University is not a place for 
people like me’ may well become a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ (Merton, 1948). Conversely, 
talking about possibilities allows possibilities and out of possibilities can grow realities. For 
example, the statement: ‘I want to go to university’ may well develop a narrative that 
becomes a lived narrative thus initiating and sustaining the actions and behaviours in an 
individual that help secure a university place.   
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So how the world is perceived and talked about (or not talked about) matters and this is also 
true for looked after children, care experienced people and the professionals who work with 
them. But, for all the insights of social constructionism the risk is that perception is all, but 
whatever the social constructions adopted and acknowledged there is still a world ‘out there’ 
that is not dependent on external perception: To secure a place at university the statement ‘I 
want to go to university’ is not enough - there are concrete objective realities too: for 
example, securing the necessary academic grades. 
 
3.4 Critical realism 
 
One approach of dealing with both perception and external reality is critical realism. Critical 
realism takes into account both the insights of social constructionism and concrete objective 
realities. Houston describes critical realism as: 
 
‘…how to promote a theory of human agency whilst at the same time taking account of the 
impact of social structure’  
 
(Houston, 2001 p. 849) 
 
Critical realism is thus particularly useful model for social research (Houston 2001, Oliver 
2012) since it recognises both the agency of the individual and the opportunities and 
constraints of societal structures. This research seeks to recognise both the self-will, 
decisions and actions and agency of care experienced people in reaching university, against 
the odds, while recognizing that social structures and resources (or lack thereof) shape the 
objective and subjective realities of the young people themselves by enabling or hindering 
the option to attend university: these might include access to and the quality of schooling, 
the attitudes of foster-carers and social workers, the views of teachers, practical help to 
access university, as well as the financial barriers to attending university.  
 
Part of the objective and subjective realities is how these realities are described and created 
(or limited) through language. Realities can also be shaped by simply not talking about an 
issue. Polanyi (1966) describes much knowledge as ‘tacit knowledge’, that is, many forms of 
knowledge are known without the knower consciously knowing how they are known. As 
Polanyi puts it: 
 
‘…we can know more than we can tell’  
 
(Polanyi, 1966 p 4) 
 
Trevithick (2008) identifies a range of descriptors that fit under the category of tacit 
knowledge: personal knowledge, common sense, and knowledge as craft. The problem with 
tacit knowledge is that it may be ‘obvious’ to members of a certain social context so obvious 
in fact, that they are rarely verbally articulated (for example, securing a place at university in 
a family where three or four generations have all gone to university, or attending a school 
where the shared assumption is that all pupils will attend university). ‘The obvious’ may be 
less obvious to a care experienced person where neither the birth family, nor foster-carers, 
have been to university, or attends a school where the shared assumption is that the 
majority of students will not progress to university. 
 
It is also useful to make the distinction between implicit knowledge and explicit knowledge. 
Implicit knowledge is what is consciously known, but crucially is not formally recorded 
(Takeuchi and Nonaka, 2002). Takeuchi and Nonaka note that implicit knowledge is often 
‘held’ by groups, organisations and communities. It might be reasonable to extend this 
ownership of implicit knowledge to families, certain schools and certain social classes where 
the process of knowing how to secure a university place is taken as read. This might provide 
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some explanation as to why the children of graduates are significantly more likely to attend 
university than the children of non-graduates (Friedman and Laurison 2019, Sutton Trust 
2010). Takeuchi and Nonaka argue that a task is to capture tacit and implicit knowledge and 
to make it explicit so it can be accessed and used by all. Similarly, Eraut (1994) argues that 
implicit knowledge needs to be written down and widely shared. It might be thus possible to 
argue that part of the research task is to draw out tacit and implicit knowledge and make it 
available to both the community of care experienced people, the policy community, and to 
the community of social work practice. 
 
3.5 Listening attentively  
 
In Chapter 1, I argued that listening attentively to the experiences and opinions of service 

users is both a moral imperative (Beresford, 2016) a political requirement (Ocloo and 

Matthews, 2016) and a practical necessity (Wilberforce et al, 2019). Engagement with 

service users is not new: Arnstein (1971) argued for it in 1971 and Mayer and Timms (1970) 

applied it to a social work setting in 1970. This is not to say that service users have complete 

knowledge and understanding of every relevant factor (Pawson and Tilley, 1997), but then 

neither do other involved professionals or other stakeholders: front line staff, senior 

managers or researchers. Members of all these groups have a partial picture. Pawson and 

Tilley describe this phenomenon as individuals who ‘knew much but were not know alls’ 

(Pawson and Tilley, 1997 p.205). Indeed, even Beresford concedes that:  

‘Service user knowledge … is not to deny the existence or validity of practitioner or carer 

knowledge’  

(Beresford, 2016 p 227)    

In planning this research there were three reasons for foregrounding the voice of care 

experienced people. First, it seemed ethically correct to hear the voices of care experienced 

people and how they might understand and interpret their experiences (Beresford 2016, 

Glasby and Beresford 2006). Beresford and Glasby argue that for too long, service users 

have been excluded from any meaningful dialogue in the design and delivery of the services 

that they receive. Secondly, an aim of the research was to understand the background and 

circumstances of care experienced people who do secure a place at university with a view to 

understanding how their progress could be understood and how that knowledge could be 

replicated. In terms of the research, it made practical sense to put the knowledge and 

perspectives of care experienced people centre stage. Care experienced people who had 

secured a place at university are well placed to evaluate their own role in this achievement, 

the role (if any) of other actors: for example, their birth parents, foster carers, peers, teachers 

and social workers in helping (or hindering) them in this task and the role of any agencies, 

structures or interventions. Indeed, they might well identify completely unexpected 

perspectives. It is hard for a researcher to draw up a list of things that would never occur to 

him. Thirdly, and rather more prosaically, as a former practitioner seeking knowledge that 

could be applied in practice, hearing the views of care experienced people might provide a 

greater degree of specificity and granularity that I sought (Wilberforce et al, 2019).  In a 

larger and better funded research study, it would have added value to interview some of the 

teachers and other sources of support identified by the participants as well. However, this 

would have required significant resources, for example, many of the participants had been 

out of contact with their identified sources of support for many years.   
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3.6 The value of proximity 
 
Glasby and Beresford (2006) argue for the value of ‘proximity’. With Glasby and Beresford, I 
take the view that:  
 
The lived experience of service users / carers and the practice wisdom of practitioners can 
be just as valid a way of understanding the world as formal research’  
 
and  
 
‘For some research questions, proximity to the object being studied can be more appropriate 
than notions of ‘distance’ and ‘objectivity’ 
 
(Glasby and Beresford, 2006 p. 2018) 
 
As a social worker I was privileged to work directly with looked after children and young 
people between 2009 and 2016. While in practice, and since, I have continued to be 
interested in what practical difference research could make to practice. The literature review 
identified ‘high level’ themes, for example ‘the importance of relationships’, but as a 
practitioner how does one build a satisfactory relationship into a good relationship? Now 
working in a UK wide policy role, I both participate in, and am an observer of, the 
development of national policies, so the question of how research knowledge is mobilized 
into policy and practice is key. As was pointed out in Chapter 1, I am not suggesting my 
personal experience substitutes for evidence, nor am I suggesting that my experience is 
equivalent in value to research findings. What I am arguing is that the proximity to a situation 
can be complementary to academic rigour by contributing to insight and relevance (Glasby 
and Beresford, 2006). This helps narrow the gap between research, policy and practice 
(Green, 2008). 
 
Particularly important therefore to this research is the distinction between ‘knowing that’ and 

‘knowing how’. ‘Knowing that’ is described as propositional knowledge but there is also 

‘knowing how’ (Ryle 1963, Eraut 1994). Propositional knowledge is primary: to ride a bicycle, 

I know I need to place the bicycle upright, sit on the bicycle seat, push alternatively on the 

peddles, while maintaining balance and direction. ‘Knowing how’ to ride a bicycle involves a 

supplemental series of knowledge, skills and experience that are both different and 

secondary to the core propositional knowledge: maintain balance, keep moving, steer and so 

forth. The professions have a long tradition of developing their practitioners both in ‘knowing 

that’ and ‘knowing how’ (Eraut 1994, Schon 2003) and in education and professional 

development combine propositional knowledge (‘knowing that’) delivered in the lecture room 

with ‘knowing how’ delivered through supervised practice. For example, hospital practice (if a 

doctor), teaching (if a teacher) and experience of the court (if a barrister) complement 

propositional learning. Polanyi’s insight on tacit knowledge is key here: propositional 

knowledge is easier to categorise and communicate than ‘knowing how’ to undertake an 

activity (Polanyi, 1966). Social work is no different – ‘knowing that’ is not enough, the 

knowledge must be combined with ‘knowing how’. ‘Knowing how’ as well as ‘knowing that’ 

was a key generative issue for the shaping of the research question. If there was a question 

about care experienced people securing a place at university it had to be shaped by 

understanding how that occurred. Similarly, if research was to not to remain on the shelf, the 

issue of how research influences policy and practice had to be addressed.  

Trevithick puts it like this:  
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‘the emphasis on understanding – or knowing about something – can mean that the ability to 

put that knowledge into action – knowing how – can easily be ignored as a key area of 

knowledge and overshadowed by more scientific and abstract forms.’ 

(Trevithick, 2008 p 1214,)  

This is not to say that the rigour of research is jettisoned but that theory and application are 

appropriately balanced. Shaw and Norton point to the need to: 

‘conceptualise social work research in such a way that ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ are not in conflict, 

but so that contributions to basic knowledge and contributions to practice can be seen as 

compatible and potentially synergistic dimensions. It also opens up ways of viewing the 

relationship between knowledge and use as a two way one, in which practice may challenge 

knowledge just as much as knowledge may inform and challenge practice’ 

(Shaw and Norton, 2007 p. 11) 

While Shephard puts it like this: 

‘‘theoretical validity (i.e. whether, in epistemological terms, a particular form of knowledge is 

valid) but also with what I [i.e. Sheppard] would term it’s practice validity – the extent to 

which it takes a form consistent with the nature and purpose of social work …. It is by 

bringing together questions of theoretical validity and practice validity that we are able to 

generate concepts distinctive to social work of appropriate forms of knowledge: knowledge 

for social work’ 

(Sheppard, 1998 p 770-771) 
 
The specifics of ‘knowing how’ are reflected in what I have introduced previously as 
‘granularity’: understanding the circumstances, attitudes, behaviours and activities that lead 
to understanding. 
 
3.7 The importance of reflexivity  
 
Researchers are at risk of bias. A principle of natural science is that the researcher, 
observes the phenomenon as it were ‘from above’, is consequently neutral about the 
outcome of the research and this ensures ‘scientific objectivity’. But as was indicated earlier, 
the researcher cannot claim to stand outside the society of which she or he is a part. In the 
social sciences, the neutral researcher might be difficult to find. But as Oakley puts it: 
 
‘In qualitative research, there is more room than in quantitative research for the knowers own 
world view’. 
 
(Oakley, 2005 p. 187)  
 
The researcher’s own unexamined and undeclared experiences and opinions risks distorting 
the research process and findings.  Proximity might also further muddy the waters. In this 
study my experience interacts at a range of levels with the research: as a beneficiary of 
higher education, as a social worker for looked after children and young people, as a parent 
of children who did attend university, and currently as someone employed in the 
development and implementation of policy. It is important to declare these factors as a 
method to identify and thus minimise researcher bias, as a check on myself, for the process 
of research supervision and external assessment and review. But I also argue that this is not 
only a potential problem - it might also bring an additional richness to the research. 
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In contrast to this attempt to separate researcher and that which is researched critical 
realism recognises that there might be an inter-play between the researcher and the 
participant in the research and, handled correctly might be a strength rather than a 
weakness. Critical realism recognises that potentially this dynamic can form the basis of a 
dialogue that is generative both for the researcher and for the participant in the research 
(Moffat et al 2005, Parton 2000). 
 
Issues of self-disclosure and motivation lead to consideration of reflection, critical reflection 

and reflexivity. There has been a tendency in the terminology to move from ‘reflection’ (Eraut 

1994, Schon 2003, Schon and Argyris 1974) to ‘critical reflection’ to ‘reflexivity’. Reflexivity 

can be defined as critical reflection on how we see the world (May and Perry, 2010). For the 

researcher, reflexivity is a tool to ensure the researcher is not merely presenting his own 

world views. There is a tendency for the researcher to find evidence that confirms his or her 

own worldview and to ignore, deny or minimise evidence that contradicts this view. Earlier 

the point was made about making the implicit explicit (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 2002). The 

researcher needs to apply this to himself making the implicit explicit. Making this explicit, 

rather than assumed or denied, gives the researcher potential to respond to possible bias in 

methods, findings or conclusions, make corrections of his own work, allow others to correct, 

think creatively, and to improve as a researcher. 

Reflexivity is not without risk. As D’Cruz et al point out it can lead to ‘self-indulgence on the 

part of the researcher’ (D’Cruz, Gillingham and Melendez, 2007 p 81,). There are research 

methods where it can be valid for the researcher to play a main part on the stage (auto-

reflexivity, case studies) but there is a risk that the researcher becomes the centre of the 

research text rather than the participants. Linked to this is the risk that: 

‘…reflexivity could lead to endless relativism, introspection and paralysis’ 

(D’Cruz, Gillingham and Melendez, 2007 p 81) 

As already noted, D’Cruz et al are writing here about reflexivity and social work practice but 

the point might be equally true of the practice of research. A third risk is that by claiming 

reflexivity it is a back-handed way of claiming unquestionable authority in the matter of hand.  

In a review of the literature of reflexivity by D’Cruz et al (2007) the authors identify three 

main variations of reflexivity. In the first individuals consider their place in the world, they 

‘step outside’ of themselves as it were to consider their situation and what that might mean. 

The second variation: 

‘…defines reflexivity as an individual’s self-critical approach that questions how knowledge is 

generated and, further how relations of power operate in this process’ 

(D’Cruz, Gillingham and Melendez, 2007 p 75) 

Again, the prime focus of D’Cruz et al is social work practice, rather than research. 

Nevertheless, a critical realist approach usefully questions how knowledge is generated and 

if, and how, relations of power distort this process. I will pick this up later as I address the 

interview process.    

The third variation concerns the roles of the emotions in reflexivity. Being sensitive to the 

emotions of others and being aware of the impact of one’s own emotions on others, and the 

impact of both these on decision making is an established part of social work practice, 

especially in case work and psychotherapeutic traditions (Biestek 1957, Cooper 2008, Ruch 

et al 2010). Here, the role of the emotions of the researcher in undertaking the research and 
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being responsive to the emotions of those participating in the research have the potential to 

be generative (Morrison, 2007). 

3.8 Experiences that impact on the research 
 
Given this it makes sense, in the interests of full disclosure, to ‘show my slate’ both to 
acknowledge any potential bias and to acknowledge what this might bring to this potential 
dialogue. However, as I have argued above, these aspects of my life are not just ‘problems’ 
to be disclosed - each disclosure incrementally undermining the validity of this research. 
Rather, these aspects can be potential assets, which have the potential to enrich the 
research process. There are three areas that merit attention. 
 
I am a qualified and registered social worker. Between 2009 and 2016 I worked in front-line 
practice in a team responsible for looked after children and young people carrying a 
caseload of, on average, twelve children and young people3. Staff turnover was considerable 
and after the first two years I was one of the most long-serving members of the team. It is 
often the case that children have multiple changes of allocated social worker (Children’s 
Commissioner, 2018) so it was very untypical that in my case, I worked with several children 
and young people over a period of seven years from their eleventh to their eighteenth year 
and so was the allocated worker through the entire 11-18 educational journey only 
relinquishing the case when the young person turned 18. Part of this work was being 
regularly in contact with the school that the young person attended, (or occasionally, the 
alternative education setting), or when the young person was older, the Further Education 
(F.E.) College. Most of the children and young people were placed with foster carers, with a 
small minority in residential and ‘independent supported accommodation’. Not surprisingly 
many of the children and young people took time to meaningfully engage with me as their 
new social worker (why engage if the social worker is going to leave?) but once established 
the majority of the working relationships I had with the children and young people lasted 
years rather than months. As well as the children on my own case load, I also got to know a 
wider pool of children and young people and their situations, since, as with any profession, 
social workers ‘cover’ cases for colleagues who are sick, on holiday or have conflicting 
appointments. Since many children, once in the system, are looked after until 18, I tended to 
meet the same children and young people from the wider pool on an ongoing if irregular 
basis. As a previous practitioner, I thus bring some knowledge of what might be described as 
a ‘practice knowledge’; a knowledge of how social work and education services are delivered 
to children and young people who are looked after and how delivery on the ground relates to 
legislation and policy. This ‘practice knowledge’ is specific in that was gained in a certain 
place and time and needs to be challenged by the knowledge and observations of others, 
nevertheless it provides some insight into realities on the ground.  
 
I believe higher education is beneficial. I have enjoyed through life the process and benefits 
of higher education. These benefits have been both ‘formal’ (career progression, salary) and 
‘informal’ (making many close friends through higher education, including my life partner). 
Working with children and young people who were looked after, through their educational 
journey, paralleled my own children going through GCSEs and further education and then 
higher education. Why was it, I wondered, did both my own children (one of whom had 
special educational needs and had only one GCSE, and no ‘A’ levels) both get places at 
university while many of the young people I knew through work, who were clearly bright, and 
having aspirations of attending university, achieve poor GCSEs and see their formal 
education end shortly after year 11? This research was thus originally stimulated by looked 
after children and young people themselves, not in the sense of that they formulated the 

 
3 Despite this practice knowledge, this does not make the researcher a ‘practitioner researcher’ (Shaw 

and Lunt, 2018) – this researcher is now out of practice 
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research question, but in the sense that observing their interactions with the social work and 
education systems provoked me to think about the issues. 
 
For me, going to university was a life changing experience. I had grown up in a northern 

industrial town and my parents had a very limited income. In my first term at university, I met 

people who I got on with and who were interested in what I was interested in. I also enjoyed 

my subject of study. The sixth form I had been part of was numerically small and a small 

proportion of students went on to university. When I returned to my hometown at the end of 

my first term and met up with former school friends who had also secured a place at 

university, I found I was the only one who had not already dropped out of university (for a 

similar situation see Jackson and Marsden 1966). While I continued to find my area of study 

stimulating, I did not find the academic side of the work easy. In retrospect, much of this was 

that while I had attended a comprehensive, many of my peers had attended private and 

grammar schools and had thus been better prepared for university study than I had 

(Crawford et al, 2017). However, socially and culturally, I certainly did not find the sense of 

alienation / exclusion that many individuals describe (Hoggart 2009, Reay 2017).  

3.9 The practicalities of reflexivity 

 
Reflexivity is proceeded by reflection and reflection requires recording. The length of time 

involved in undertaking a professional doctorate requires ongoing contemporaneous 

recording, reflection and reflexivity. I qualified as a social worker over thirty years ago and 

have kept some form of professional journal since then. This has always comprised a mix of 

significant moments, factual material, observations, hypotheses, useful resources, book 

references, questions and suggestions to self. About twenty years ago my recording became 

more voluminous. The records are always handwritten on paper and depending on 

circumstances held in lever-arch files, ring-bound notebooks, or other notebooks. None of 

these records contain person specific information. All these professional journals are 

retained which now fill several crates. 

From about 2013 when I began to consider undertaking a professional doctorate and began 

to map out the contours of the area of research my initial ideas of what I might want to 

research and why, were, of course, recorded in my professional journal. Once I was 

registered on the doctorate, I set up a separate strand of recording - the research journal - 

and kept this separate from my professional journal which I continue to maintain. Sometimes 

thoughts come when paper and pen not immediately available (for example, driving the car) 

so these are written down when paper and pen are available. Some it is not obvious how to 

categorise notes so these are ‘held’ on a post-it notes until they can be slotted in. The 

recordings are thus what Argyris and Schon might call ‘hot reflection’ that is they were 

recorded contemporaneously as well as ‘cold reflection’ that is they are reflections made 

some time after the event (Argyris and Schon 1974). Schon develops this into the not 

dissimilar idea of ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’ (Schon, 2003). As Eraut 

(1994) points out many significant events take place over days, weeks, months or even 

longer and corresponding recording and reflection does too, so this binary distinction is a 

little artificial – when does a ‘hot’ reflection go ‘cold’? – but the distinction is helpful in 

separating out more immediate reactions from more considered reflections. My research 

journal records any significant emotional reaction to the research. This was influenced by my 

reading at the time (Beresford 2016, Glasby and Beresford 2006). The aim was to see what 

(emotional) reactions I had, how these fitted with my ‘rational’ reactions and what if anything 

this brought to the process of knowledge generation and correction. 
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Methodology 

3.10 Introduction 

As was demonstrated in Chapter 2 there is a considerable amount of literature on 

educational under-attainment and the significant problems for care experienced people in 

reaching university but relatively little on how care experienced people had secured a place 

at university. The majority of the literature focusses on the barriers rather than on any 

enabling factors such as specific attitudes, behaviours, and activities. This is a valid 

approach but as a social worker, with a recent background in practice, I was interested not 

simply in the problems – which were wearyingly familiar from the perspective of day-to-day 

front- line practice – but how care experienced people might have secured a place at 

university and how they might have overcame these problems through certain attitudes and 

dispositions (e.g. ‘resilience’), or though specific behaviours, or as a result of specific 

interventions, or as the result of specific policies, and whether and to what extent these 

factors could be learned from and thus be applied to support other care experienced people. 

3.11 Developing the research question 

Bryman describes research as a messy process (Bryman 2012 p 15). It can also be 

described as an iterative process. After tracing the literature, framing the draft research 

question, and re-visiting and expanding the literature and checking and re-checking the 

following research question was developed: 

What do care experienced people say is important in leading them to successfully take up a 

place at university? 

The research question comprised three elements. Building on the importance of service user 

perspectives (for example, Dixon, Wade and Blower, 2019) was the idea that the views of 

care experienced people were paramount. This led to the first element of the question: ‘What 

do care experienced people say is important…’ As has already been identified the majority 

of the literature focuses on the barriers to care experienced people attending university (for 

example, low educational attainment) and problems at university that could lead to drop-out 

(financial issues, mental health challenges, isolation). But securing a place at university is an 

achievement. It is particularly an achievement for care experienced people given the barriers 

hey face. Therefore, the second element of the research question was that while I was open 

to research participants discussing their challenges, what I sought to find out about was their 

strengths: the participants narratives of how their attitudes, behaviours and activities 

contributed to their achievement. In short, what had led to their success in overcoming the 

odds and reaching university. This led to the inclusion of the term ‘successfully’ in the 

research question. The third element was precisely articulating the end goal: a place at 

university. While there were other categories of possibility (for example, care experienced 

people who hoped, one day, to go to university, care experienced people who had planned 

to university but did not secure the required grades, care experienced people who had an 

offer of a place at university but didn’t take it up) I was focussed on those care experienced 

people who had taken up a place at university. This was the third and final element of the 

research question.        

From the research question the aims of the study followed:  

Demonstrate the importance of a university level of education for individuals; 

Explore how this level of education translates into outcomes for young people; 
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Investigate the significance of a university education for care experienced people in the 

context of the changing world of work; 

Demonstrate and explore the under-representation of care experienced people at university; 

Understand the background and circumstances of care experienced people who do secure a 

place at university with a view to understanding how their progress could be replicated 

In terms of the objectives these were set by the requirements of granularity: 

Identify the attitudes, behaviours and activities that care experienced people identify as 

important in successfully taking up a place at university.  

The methods adopted followed both the assumptions and methodology set out earlier and 

the research question. A qualitative approach with interviews with care experienced people 

who had secured a place at university would be central. ‘Successfully taking up a place at 

university’ is an accomplishment with a long lead in time, perhaps at least as long as a 

secondary school career, and many would argue even longer than that (Crawford et al 2017, 

Feinstein 2006, Nash and Harker 2006) which ruled out adopting an ethnographic approach.  

The chapter now turns to research design (Bryman, 2012): planning, the specifics of the 

qualitative approach, determining the sample, using a questionnaire and semi-structured 

interview, the ethics process, the recruitment of the sample, the practicalities of interviewing, 

the impact of Covid-19 and the ethical dilemmas that arose during the research and how 

they were dealt with. 

3.12 Determining the sample 

While there are estimates on the size of the population of care experienced people who have 

secured a place at university (Harrison, 2017) virtually nothing is known about the 

composition of this group as a whole when this research was undertaken either in terms of 

individuals personal profile (gender, ethnicity, age, disability) or whether they share certain 

commonalities from their ‘care career’ (none of them were in residential care). Under these 

circumstances it was not possible to identify a representative sample of the population, since 

no one has identified the characteristics of the population. Instead, a purposive sampling 

approach was adopted: 

‘in which the researcher aims to sample cases/participants in a strategic way, so that those 

sampled are relevant to the research questions that are being posed’  

(Bryman, 2012 p 714).  

Defining the sample thus involved the size of the sample sought, the age range of the 

sample, and who were eligible to be part of the sample.  

In terms of the size of the sample it was determined to interview 20 care experienced people  

who had secured a place at university. This number aimed to strike a balance between 

securing a sufficient number of interviews while being realistic about the resource constraints 

of time and other factors (Baker and Edwards, 2012). In terms of determining the highest 

and lowest age limits of individuals in the sample a key consideration was that ‘the care 

system’, the school system and the universities have changed significantly in the last twenty 

years. This research was to be aimed at contemporary relevance rather than a ‘historic’ 

account. The Department for Education measure university participation rates between the 

ages 18 – 30, so 30 seemed a good upper age limit, since it allowed convergence with the 

nationally available data, while allowing a contemporary take on whatever care experienced 

people might say about the care system, schools and universities. The lower age limit of 
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individuals in the sample was, of course, the youngest age at which an undergraduate place 

can be taken up – 184. 

In terms of who were eligible to be interviewed, first, the status of being a care experienced 

person is legally defined (see Chapter 2), second, the shape of the research question 

defined the sample in a binary way: care experienced people had either secured a place at 

university or they had not. If they had secured a place, it followed that they had been offered 

a place, or were at university, or had left university. The sample could thus include care 

experienced people who had secured a place at university but had yet to start, care 

experienced people who were undergraduates, graduates and post-graduates and care 

experienced people leavers who had left university without a degree. In the event all those 

who participated were either under-graduates, graduates or postgraduates. 

Chapter 1 introduced the reality that there were considerable variations in legislation, policy 

and practice regarding looked after children and care experienced people between the four 

countries of the UK, as well as considerable variation in higher education funding 

arrangements, so it was decided to recruit the sample solely from England. It was 

recognised that care experienced students living in England, like any other English students, 

might well choose to study at a university in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland, but of 

course, if they do, the legislation and funding relating to their home country continue to 

apply, for example, students who live in England but attend a university in Scotland do not 

get their university fees paid by the Scottish government. 

In summary, a purposive sample, consisting of adults aged 18-30, who were care 

experienced people, living in England, who had secured a place at university, or who were 

undergraduates or graduates. 

3.13 Participating in the research and involvement payments 

Research participants are increasingly offered an ‘involvement payment’. This is a payment 

made to reflect participation in research or some advisory capacity. This is not restricted to 

the social sciences but is also reflected in the world of medicine where involvement 

payments are made to those in the group known as PPI (Patient and Public Involvement). 

Involvement payments reflect two dynamics: a fundamental respect reflecting the increasing 

use of the term ‘experts by experience’ and practical concerns. 

The collective term used to describe people who use social work services has evolved from 

‘clients’, to ‘service users’, to ‘experts by experience’ (McLaughlin, 2009). Partly this 

evolution of terminology reflects a journey from the supposedly passive implication of the 

use of the term ‘clients’ in social work5 (Mayer and Timms, 1970) to the more neutral ‘service 

users’, to a view where ‘service users’ are in fact experts in their particular fields (Beresford 

2016, Glasby and Beresford 2006) hence ‘experts by experience’. Since expertise is usually 

recognised by financial payment, the logical and ethical corollary is that research participants 

receive some form of financial payment.  

There are also practical considerations. Time has an opportunity cost – that is time that is 

used for one activity cannot be used for another activity. Many students supplement their 

income by work that is paid on an hourly basis (for example, bar work) and theoretically at 

least a couple of hours spent preparing for and participating in a research interview is two 

 
4 Some young people do take up a university place at 17, but this is highly unusual. 
5 However, and rather oddly in the light of this, is that the term ‘client’ is still the term of choice for customers 
of high-end service industries, for example, solicitors, management consultants, accountants, private bankers 
and others all call their customers clients.   



49 
 

hours of waged work forgone. The wider point is that low-income individuals (which would 

include care experienced students at university) may be deterred from participating in 

research because of economic challenges and offering an involvement payment is one way 

of offsetting this. 

An involvement payment of £15 was determined. This struck a balance between the National 

Living Wage of £8.21 per hour (as of April 2019) and a rate that was both affordable to the 

researcher while not being too high to skew responses. Involvement payments can have 

implications for tax and benefits. Like any adult, it is the responsibility of the recipient of any 

income to ensure that this is declared to the relevant authorities (for tax or benefit purposes) 

and this was made explicit in the supporting information on the involvement payment. The 

involvement payment was included as part of the Ethics application. 

3.14 Designing the questionnaire and interview schedule 

At an early stage it was determined that the information gathered from the participants would 

be gathered through two elements: a questionnaire and an individual interview. A focus 

group was ruled out on two grounds: first, in the days pre-ZOOM the logistical challenges of 

getting people across the country into one room on one date would have been logistically 

challenging. Second, I was concerned that focus groups could be taken over by one 

dominant voice, with other participants following that lead, whereas individual interviews 

mitigated against that risk (Lennon and Corbett (Eds) 2003).    

The main purpose of the questionnaire was to gather basic information, for example, the age 

of the participants, school attended, whether the participant was an undergraduate or 

graduate and questions seeking other factual information. Some questions were influenced 

purely by the existing literature. For example, the question: ‘How many secondary schools 

did you attend?’ reflected research that showed that poor educational outcomes were linked 

to multiple school moves (Children’s Commissioner, 2018). Other questions were influenced 

by my own reflections, for example, the question ‘Did you have a special place and time for 

this personal study?’ reflected both my own desire for personal study space when I was 

younger, and wider literature (Jackson (Ed) 2013, Woolf 1981). 

The questionnaire and the interview questions did not ask about gender, ethnicity or 

disability. Clearly, gender, ethnicity and disability are important factors in educational 

attainment (for example, OECD 2015, Universities UK / NUS 2019). While I was open to 

research participants identifying the circumstances of gender, ethnicity or disability as factors 

in their educational journey to university I did not want to impose this lens on them. I wanted 

participants to be able to describe and define the factors they saw as important rather than 

set a pre-determined ‘frame’. There were also practical considerations, any research 

requires boundaries, researching and analysing any impact of gender, ethnicity and disability 

would have added considerably to the existing research task. This decision was also 

supported by the principles of GDPR which require that personal demographic information is 

not gathered where if there is no clear purpose or function for the use of this information in 

relation to a particular task.    

The second purpose of the questionnaire was to prepare the ground for more substantial 

and discursive interview content. An interview has a fixed time limit. Over-lengthy interviews 

risked participants (and the interviewer) being distracted, or simply getting tired. By already 

having basic information the interview could devote more time to more discursive and 

substantive material. The third purpose was more prosaic. I had learnt as a social worker 

that how the first contact develops is an important contribution to successful completion of 

the interview task ahead. Part of this is the need to signal interest quickly in the interviewee. 
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For example, a looked after person wearing an Arsenal shirt might elicit an opening question 

from me of: ‘I see you are an Arsenal fan… [wait for an acknowledgment] …. how did they 

think they played on Saturday?’. Of course, this model works in general social intercourse 

too. I might say to my neighbour: ‘Your roses are looking spectacular’. Having some factual 

information allowed me the potential to establish rapport with the research participant 

quickly: 

I see you are at the University of XXXX. How are you finding that?  

This also sends a message that the researcher is interested in the participant as a person, 

rather than seeing him or her simply as an object of research. The full questionnaire is set 

out in Appendix 5. 

From the outset, while I was interested in particular topics, I was also open to any views 

ideas that the participants might have in answering the research question. Perhaps as a 

result, the first draft of interview questions was very unstructured and open-ended. It became 

clear - fairly quickly - that such a model might not prove very fruitful. A key trigger for this 

realisation was the work of Mayer and Timms (1970) in their seminal work ‘The Client 

Speaks’ who point out that while social work ‘clients’ – their phrase – are good at articulating 

the problems they are less good at articulating what works and why. This prompted a re-visit 

to the literature which confirmed that those insights which care experienced people had 

identified as important to success as recorded by the researchers, lacked granularity as to 

the specifics of attitudes, behaviours and activities that led to success (Adley and Kina 2017, 

Cotton et al 2014, Jackson (Ed) 2014, Martin and Jackson 2002).  

A new set of interview questions was then drafted, based on previous research findings, 

which might elicit starting points to identify key agencies, actors, attitudes, behaviours or 

activities. See Appendix 6 for the interview schedule. These were based on factors that the 

literature review had identified with securing a place at university. For example: the question 

‘Did your foster carers go to university’ was prompted by the research that showed that 

attendance at university was closely related to parents or carers themselves going to 

university (Friedman and Laurison 2019, Jackson (Ed) 2013, Jackson and Ajayi 2007, 

Sutton Trust 2010); the question about extra-curricular activity reflected research which 

associated this with attendance at university (Hollingworth 2001, Gilligan 2013, Tanner et al 

2016), the questions about careers reflected research about formal and informal careers 

advice (ONS, 2018 (a)); and, the question ‘Do you see yourself as the kind of person who 

goes to university?’ reflected theorising and research about the extent to which individuals 

create future narratives about themselves which they then go on to live (Abrams 2010, 

Baldwin 2013, Gergen 2009, Silva 2013, Willis1977). In line with the original goal of being 

open to hearing anything the participant might deem relevant it was also decided to remain 

open to any further material that the participant might offer.  

It should be noted that the questionnaire and interview questions did not cover issues that 

were ‘sensitive’ (for example, sexual activity, drug use, ethnicity, political behaviour or 

potentially illegal activities) nor did they cover matters that fell under GDPR (ethnic origin, 

political opinions, religious beliefs, trade union membership, physical or mental health, 

sexual orientation, genetic or biometric information). 

In summary, a questionnaire together with a semi-structured interview schedule (Bryman, 

2012) 

3.15 Confidentiality and Anonymity 
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Planning then took place on securing and maintaining confidentiality and anonymity. This 

included a written explanation to the potential participant as to how the boundaries of 

confidentiality would be maintained. This would also be talked through with the potential 

participant before consent was secured and the interview started. This set out to the 

participant that the right to confidentiality and meant that anything that the participant shared, 

that later the participant wanted to withdraw, would not be shared with anyone else. The 

information provided to the participants made it clear that any quotes used in the research 

findings would be anonymised and no identifying contextual information would be provided. 

In the context of a small sample, or highly specific information, if this could not be reasonably 

guaranteed, the quote would not be used. The exception to this confidentiality was if the 

researcher thought that the participant, or someone the participant knew, was at risk of 

harm. In such a situation there would be a discussion and dependent on this conversation, 

how help might be offered.  

It was explained to the potential participants that the only person who knows ‘who said what’ 

would be me. Contents of the questionnaire were separated from the name of the person 

completing the questionnaire. Questionnaires were coded and only I would know the coding 

of the questionnaire. The list of codes would be held separately from the questionnaire. 

Questionnaires would be stored securely in my private room and / or on a password-

protected file and destroyed one year after the qualification was complete.  

Interviews were recorded on a digital recorder and then transferred as quickly as possible 

onto a secure file. The recordings would be held on a password-protected file. Recordings 

were known by numbers not names, and only I would know the coding of the names. The list 

of identity numbers would be held separately from the research data. Transcription was 

undertaken by a trusted transcription service with a confidentiality policy used by the 

University of Bedfordshire. The transcriber would not have the names of the participants. 

The digital recordings and transcriptions would be destroyed one year after the qualification 

is complete.  

While the research did not involve any sensitive or illegal subjects, the research participants 

were adults at university, or adults who have recently left university, and like many of their 

peers might have potentially engaged in experimental, risky or potentially illegal activity (for 

example, drug taking). The interview thus started with a reminder of my ethical 

responsibilities which would enable the participant to make choices about what they might or 

might not say. If sensitive or illegal activity were to be disclosed and that involved only the 

person then support could be signposted and/or the risks pointed out. If the potentially 

sensitive or illegal subject involved risk to another person then there would be a discussion 

about that and that might involve waiver of the confidentiality. This would involve explaining 

to the participant what action would be taken.  

3.16 Safeguarding 

The research involved adults aged 18-30. I anticipated that the likelihood of the disclosure of 

any historic safeguarding issues (for example, those that have taken place prior to the young 

adult being 18) might be low, nevertheless, any reports of this nature, or reports regarding 

the safety of another child or young person under 18, would be discussed with the 

participant and reported to the research supervisor in the first instance. The participant 

would be informed that this information would be passed on. Any other concerns would also 

be discussed with the supervisor. In addition, as a qualified, registered social worker, with 

recent direct knowledge of responding to such concerns I had some experience to draw on. 

If there was a risk of immediate harm, then urgent appropriate action would be taken with the 

supervisor immediately informed. 
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3.17 Support services available to participants 

Depending on the nature of any support that might be required by a participant a range of 

resources would be signposted. For university specific issues this would include Student 

Support at the university concerned, for general support around university there was Propel 

(http://propel.org.uk/UK) which is provided by the charity ‘Become’, and for financial support 

available to care experienced people at university via organisations that provide grants (for 

example, the Buttle Trust). For more significant issues signposting would be provided to 

‘Help at Hand’ which is the resource for care leavers provided by the Children’s 

Commissioner: https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/help-at-hand/. As a social worker 

recently practicing in this area, I had experience and knowledge of pathways and any 

additional resources that might be accessed.  

3.18 Information sheets 

After undertaking this planning, this information was then drafted into a series of documents: 

the advertisement (Appendix 1), an information sheet (Appendix 2), a consent sheet 

(Appendix 3), a sheet on involvement payments (Appendix 4), a questionnaire (Appendix 5) 

and an interview schedule (Appendix 6). All these documents went through a series of 

iterations before final submission to the Ethics Committee. The final versions were then 

submitted alongside the Ethics application. 

3.19 Ethical Approval 

Ethical approval was granted in September 2018 with no re-submissions. The process of 

undertaking the ethics application underlined three important lessons. First, that any care 

experienced people in participating in this research process were sharing a significant and 

important part of their life. This point will be returned to later. Second, the iterative process of 

thinking through the research ethics process helped me focus on the range of situations that 

might occur and as a result put in appropriate ethical safeguards. Third, ethical behaviour is 

often learnt through practice, and practice increases the chances that ethical issues can be 

responded to both quickly and effectively (Moore, 2017). For myself, the practice of thinking 

through possible ethical dilemmas, and how to respond to them, was essential practice for 

when ethical dilemmas did arise – another example, of not simply ‘knowing that’ but 

‘knowing how’. The specific ethical dilemmas that did arise and the response are set out 

later.  

3.20 Planning to recruit the sample 

Careful thought was given to the practical implications of recruiting the sample. Although the 

sample was restricted to care experienced people in England, care experienced people like 

any other under-graduates, could potentially have university places across the UK. While 

they were residents of England, they might be attending universities in England, Scotland, 

Northern Ireland or Wales. It was also recognised that care experienced people might have 

a variety of accommodation arrangements while studying at university: including living in 

their own accommodation (including social housing) and studying locally, living with their 

birth family, a shared student house, or university hall of residence (Harrison, 2017). As was 

explained in Chapter 2 the policy of ‘staying put’ – the government scheme to allow care 

experienced people to stay with their foster carers post 18 – theoretically allowed care 

experienced people to either study at a local university or be able to study at another 

university and returning in the university vacation, however, under-funding and other 

problems have led to only a small proportion of care experienced people taking up this 

option (DfE, November 2018). It seemed reasonable to assume then, that if care 

experienced people did study away from their ‘home’ area that some care experienced 

http://propel.org.uk/UK
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/help-at-hand/
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people might move semi-permanently to their new university and thus be living there out-of-

term (Harrison, 2017).  

All this meant that rather than recruiting care experienced people on some geographic basis 

(for example, through a local meeting) it would be more effective to recruit them remotely 

through advertising. That then posed the question what were the best channels for 

advertising the research? One option was via local authorities. However, care experienced 

people are under no obligation to remain in contact with Children’s Social Work Services and 

often feel there is no point in doing so (Harrison, 2017) and this might affect response rates. 

This is true of care experienced people at university too and where they do remain in contact 

relationships are often fraught (Harrison, 2017). The researcher was also aware from his 

previous employment experience, subsequently confirmed by research (Cyhlarova et al, 

2020) how unsolicited requests to Children’s Social Work Services to promote 

questionnaires and interviews by researchers were often side-lined – squeezed out by the 

pressures of day-to-day responsibilities. So, while advertising could be put through 

Children’s Social Work Services it seemed unlikely this would be a solution.  

In terms of contingency planning, it seemed reasonable to assume that like all advertising, a 

significant amount would have little impact (Ogilvy, 2004) and most recipients would not 

respond, for the proportion who did respond a proportion would not progress to interview, 

and a proportion of these would drop out or withdraw from interview. As a rough heuristic the 

proportion of ‘loss’ at each stage was estimated at 50%. This meant that working backwards 

from the target sample of 20 individuals, 30 would need to be recruited to interview, which 

would assume 60 people would be required who responded to the advertisement. A 

recruitment plan was drawn up with clear milestones with contingency arrangements if these 

milestones were not met.  

It was determined that the first line of advertising would be through Virtual Schools. Many 

Virtual Schools take on responsibility for the education of care experienced people over 18 

who are at university. This was something that I had learned from personal contacts rather 

than the research literature. While I was not optimistic about this recruitment route there 

were relatively low barriers to undertaking this task: in essence it involved emailing 151 

Virtual Schools. 

It is worth noting at this point that the prospective research participants who might be in 

contact with Virtual Schools are not ‘clients’ of local authority Children’s Services. The 

prospective participants in the research were adults aged 18 – 30. Local authorities have a 

responsibility to provide advice and support to care experienced people, however, this is 

advice which needs to be actively opted in to by young adults themselves, and a large 

majority do not (Harrison, 2017). Nor does opting into advice make adults ‘clients’ of a 

Children’s Department. 

Based on the assumption that any request to local authorities through Virtual Schools to 

advertise the study would get a very poor response rate, the next line of recruitment would 

be via voluntary sector organisations who maintain contact with care experienced people 

who are or have been undergraduates. This included the National Network of Education for 

Care Leavers (NNECL)), universities who maintain support staff for under-represented 

groups (which includes care experienced people) and charities that represent and advocate 

for care experienced people (Become, National Association for Care Leavers).  

Neither Virtual Schools, nor voluntary sector organisations, were categorized as 

‘gatekeepers’ since staff at these agencies were not asked to suggest the names of 

participants, were not asked to access any case files or their case load nor to explain the 
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research to potential participants. Their sole role was to advertise the study to those who 

might be interested in participating. 

The third line of advertising would be social media. For a fee, key words in an advertisement 

are picked up by an algorithm and are placed on a recipients feed. (Government Social 

Research / Social Media Research Group, 2016). Preparatory work was undertaken on how 

this might be set up and the cost. Because of the cost and technical issues this was planned 

as an option of last resort. 

Having identified a number of channels for the advertisement, and a series of contingency 

plans a draft advertisement was drawn up which covered the purpose of the research and an 

invitation to participate. The draft advert was included in the Ethics Application and is 

attached at Appendix 1. 

In terms of undertaking the interviews, my first thought was that I would complete the 

interviews face-to-face. This would involve me travelling to meet the participant. A key issue 

here was finding a location for each interview that allowed both confidentiality but did not 

create any safeguarding concerns. It became obvious that finding a space on any campus 

that provided a confidential space to talk would be tricky, the alternative would be visiting the 

student’s accommodation which would not be appropriate. I therefore determined to 

undertake the interview by phone.  

3.21 Undertaking the recruitment 

All the 151 Virtual Schools in England were emailed in late 2019. My experience was that 

when researchers make contact with local authority staff, and indeed make contact with me 

in my current role regarding research requests, all too often the implicit message that comes 

across, whether intended or not, is that the day-job is somehow less important than the work 

of the researcher. Considerable effort was therefore put into drafting an initial email that 

reflected both the importance of the work of the Virtual School, together with a recognition 

that the Virtual School might not be able take on this work and that this was fully understood.     

The documents that were sent with the email (the information sheet, the consent form, the 

involvement payment) were ‘tidied up’ to look more professional (for example, the University 

of Bedfordshire’s logos were attached the documents which were then put into PDF format) 

and the researcher also put a signatory strip on his email setting out his role and 

qualifications. The aim of this was to ensure that not only was the process professional, the  

communication materials would look professional.  

Virtual Schools were then asked to email this information to individuals who might be 

relevant. The individuals – if they were interested – would then make direct contact with me. 

In this model, I would not know whether a participant was connected with a particular Virtual 

School, but since that was not a relevant part of the research this was not judged to be a 

problem. An added advantage of contacting the Virtual Schools was that, by definition, they 

only worked with care experienced people so I could be confident that the participants who 

came forward would indeed be care experienced.   

Some 27 Virtual Schools responded, two to say they couldn’t help because of pressure of 

work, while one Virtual School responded to say they could help - but not until the summer of 

2020 – which I judged too late to participate. The positive response rate from the Virtual 

Schools was therefore just under 16%. Some Virtual Schools had questions: for example, 

what was the purpose of the research, and since all of these were already answered in the 

information sheet or other documentation and I simply needed to point out the relevant 

section. In one case, the Virtual School offered a conference call and I simply responded 
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that if they chose, they could simply forward my email on, which they did. The Virtual 

Schools who had responded positively then sent out the advert and other information. 

Due to the good level of responses from the Virtual Schools there was no requirement to 

take up the contingency plans that is approaching voluntary sector groups or resorting to 

advertising via social media. In January 2020 through the researcher’s day job, contact was 

made with a university which had a significant number of undergraduates who were care 

experienced people. It was thought that this could prove a supplementary pool of recruitment 

and this possibility was discussed with the research supervisor. In the event this option was 

not taken up.  

My current role had taught me that on various occasions I had spent considerable time and 

energy supporting a request from external researchers, only to never hear from the 

researcher again once I had undertaken what they had asked me to do. I therefore made a 

point of emailing individually all the Virtual School Heads in November 2020 who had 

supported the recruitment to update them on the research and thank them again for their 

support. This elicited a considerable number of warm replies. In a similar vein, once the 

thesis is submitted, I will contact the participants and update them on progress and thank 

them again. 

3.22 The impact of Covid-19 

Early in 2020, the recruitment was going well. Nineteen care experienced people had come 

forward to participate – one short of the intended goal of 20. This positive response meant 

that contingency plans for recruitment (through the voluntary sector social media) did not 

have to be actioned. Interviews had started. On 16th March 2020, the Prime Minister advised 

the country not to use public facilities and on 18th March this became a government 

instruction, marking the beginning of lockdown. All public sector organisations then pivoted 

to deal with the impact of Covid-19 and it was decided with my research supervisor that 

further contact with the Virtual Schools was best placed on hold until further notice. 

Universities then closed. It was determined that further contact with the university previously 

identified as having a significant pool of care experienced students would similarly be 

suspended. 

After consultation with the research supervisor, it was decided to continue with scheduled 

interviews, recognising that potential participants might choose not to participate because of 

changed circumstances. Where interviews were still being arranged, participants were 

contacted acknowledging the difficulty of the situation. Despite changed circumstances all 

the participants involved opted to complete their scheduled interviews. The University of 

Bedfordshire also issued guidance about remaining safe under Covid-19. Since all the 

interviews in this research were undertaken by phone, the injunction that face-to-face 

meetings should stop was not applicable to this research.   

While it is impossible to say, it seems likely, that had the pandemic not occurred a greater 

number of participants could have been recruited to the research study, certainly to the 

number of twenty originally envisaged, perhaps more. 

3.23 The interview process 

The process of booking and undertaking the interviews confirmed fairly closely to the 

planned process. Participants made direct contact with me by email. They were then sent a 

response that included the advert, the consent form, the information sheet and the 

questionnaire. Theoretically, the potential participants had already received this from the 

Virtual School, but since I had no guarantee of this, it seemed appropriate to send it again. I 
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had expected there to be more queries from potential participants about the consent form, in 

fact, there were none. Along with the documentation it was asked whether they had any 

questions and if they wanted to proceed. If they did an interview date would then be set up. 

This was usually in a week’s time. This period was judged long enough that the potential 

participant did feel ‘bounced’ into the interview but not so long that impetus would be lost. 

Potential participants were invited to fill in the questionnaire, before the interview, and all but 

one of them did, and that participant verbally completed the questionnaire as part of the 

interview. An analysis of the material arising from the questionnaires is set out in Chapter 4. 

The interview always started with the consent form, with me reading the questions and the 

participant responding. Initially the plan was that participants would also sign the form in 

hard copy and return it to researcher. Early in the process, and after one long delay in 

returning the forms, it occurred to me that while I might have consent, I might not have 

documentary evidence of that consent, and after that point recorded the consent process as 

part of the digital recording. 

I scheduled all the interviews to take place in the ‘working week’, that is, within ‘the bracket’ 

of Monday to Friday 9 .00 – 5.00. Again, this was a conscious decision to signal a level of 

professionalism to the participants in a way that a call at 9pm on a Saturday night might not. 

Some of the participants who were in employment opted to do the interview at 5.00 or 

5.30pm after their working day had been completed. 

After agreeing the interview date and time with the participant I then rang at the appointed 

time. This was deliberate, meaning the cost of the phone call was with the interviewer. Not 

all of the participants were available at the first agreed interview date. If they did not pick up 

the phone, I would then leave a voicemail. Two or three individuals had forgotten about the 

appointment, and the interview had to be rescheduled. At times like this the I was relieved 

that interviews had not been scheduled face-to-face at a university several hours drive away. 

I used two digital recorders simultaneously. This was part of a contingency approach, in 

case one failed to record, or I had not set it up correctly. On one occasion a recorder failed – 

the rechargeable batteries had become exhausted – so there was a back- up. I am hard-of-

hearing and always use the ‘loud-speaker’ option on the phone. This allowed the phone to 

be on the desk, with the digital recorders immediately adjacent. An initial worry was that the 

recordings but would not be of good enough audible quality, but this fear was not realised. At 

my end, all the recordings were conducted in a private room. After the initial greetings I 

would then explain as part of the interview routine that I was switching on the recorders. This 

was a small but important part of not only being trustworthy but demonstrating 

trustworthiness. While I relied on the digital recording for the transcript, I took handwritten 

contemporaneous notes as the interview progressed, these provided an aide memoire 

through the interview itself which allowed me to subsequently clarify points, not to lose 

issues that were embedded in wider material and ask follow-up questions as necessary.      

After the second interview, I went direct from the interview to another (‘day job’) task. This 

was a mistake. First, the participants shared considerable personal information, and 

frequently I felt both humbled and privileged by being party to this information (Dickson-Swift 

et al, 2007). I also needed space after the interview both to digest and ‘respect’ what had 

been heard. Rushing to another appointment was not conducive to this. Second, I also   

needed space to record my emotional reactions and reflections, what Argyris and Schon 

called ‘hot reflection’ (1974), and while this could be done later, inevitably the immediate 

impact of what had been heard / felt leached away. I subsequently created space in the diary 

between interviews and further activity and used this space for reflexive recording. After 

interview I kept a note about how I felt, and why this might be.  
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After three interviews, the I formally reflected on the questions that were being asked and 

the responses that were being given. A question which had occurred spontaneously at the 

end of the interviews was ‘What made you want to do this interview?’. I felt, in consultation 

with my research supervisor, that the questions as a whole were useful, but that this 

question added considerable value and was formally added. 

As the interviews were undertaken by phone, I could not see the participant and they could 

not see me. In certain face-to-face interviews facial expression and body language can be 

important (Brinkman and Kvale, 2018) but this was not a subject of study in this research so 

far as I could tell this ‘masking’ had no disadvantages. Indeed, on reflection, this reality was 

quite beneficial. What we see is freighted with meaning and while we can make guesses 

about a speaker’s class, ‘status’, ethnicity or other factors by their voice they are to some 

extent masked. Pre-Covid video calling was not widely used, and often connections were 

unstable, which is why I had opted for the phone, but in practice video calling can say even 

more about a person than a face-to-face meeting since it often discloses a person’s living 

arrangements. The ‘anonymity’ of the phone thus went some way to flattening any power 

imbalance that participants might have felt.  

Nineteen individuals initially put themselves forward for interview. Two prospective 

interviewees then consistently did not respond to further communication, another 

subsequently withdrew due to ill-health and one other undertook the interview but then 

withdrew consent. That left fifteen participants. In total there were 415 minutes of recording 

with the longest interview lasting 53 minutes and the shortest interview 13 minutes. In terms 

of word count the interviews consisted of just over 58,000 words.   

Interviews can have a range of different purposes (for example, Kadushin 2013, Brinkman 

and Kvale 2018). I had had considerable recent experience as a social worker interviewing 

looked after young people. The function of such an interview is clearly very different to a 

research interview (Brinkman and Kvale 2018), nevertheless, there are some commonalities 

between an interview carried out for social work purposes and an interview undertaken for 

research purposes. These include a need to establish a ‘rapport’ quickly (Dickson-Swift et al, 

2007), an ability to establish trust and the need to secure relevant information without the 

process feeling intrusive. Like social work, the researcher is treading on ‘sensitive ground’ 

(Dickson-Swift et al, 2007), and part of this process is the interviewer needs to both possess, 

and demonstrate to the participant, ‘emotional intelligence’ (Morrison, 2007). As I soon 

discovered, the participants were highly articulate and socially skilled, but I also hope my 

previous interviewing experience also went some way to securing the quality of the material 

which was forthcoming. Interviews that deal with retrospective situations run the risk that the 

participant has mis-remembered the situation, however, given the absence of any 

independent source of corroboration, this was a risk that had to be taken. There is also the 

risk in interviews of deliberate misrepresentation, for example, an attempt to inflate status to 

look good to the interviewer, situations I had frequently come across in social work practice. 

Where versions of events described in the interviews seemed a little too good to be true, I 

pressed (gently) to ascertain whether the narrative was wholly accurate, for example asking 

details about a particularly prestigious university, or asking for the location of a law firm that 

had provided an internship. On both counts I was satisfied that the version of events 

described were indeed accurate descriptions.     

The interview questions had been approved as part of the ethics process and these formed 

the spine of the interview. Any interview can feel quite staccato, and ideally, in an interview, 

the interviewee moves from a position of feeling like an ‘interview subject’, to a partner in a 

purposeful conversation, a conversation where the participant is doing the talking and the 
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interviewer is providing a light steer: exploration and expansion (‘follow up questions’), and 

confirmation through checking and acknowledgement (Kadushin 2013, Brinkman and Kvale 

2018). This approach is wholly congruent with dealing with the challenges of ‘pure 

positivism’ explored earlier. Here the model attempts to dissolve the barrier between 

interviewee ‘subject’ and interviewer ‘object’ and by trusting the interview participant, rather 

than attempt to merely observe them, this approach also allows wholly new and relevant 

material to surface. 

From previous experience of conducting interviews, I took the view that being able to signal 

genuine interest was key to establishing rapport (Dickson-Swift et al, 2007). For example, 

participant 12, was an architecture student, and at the end of the interview I was able to 

confirm my earlier interest shown in the interviewee’s choice of architecture as a subject: 

Int: And the final one isn’t part of the interview, I’m genuinely interested, what are 
your favourite buildings at the moment? 

However, this approach, can risk slipping into ‘an interesting conversation’, rather than a 

purposeful research interview, so needs to be moderated, so to one participant: 

Int: I could ask you about the Arctic, but that would take me off the interview 
schedule.  Where else did you do internships because this is relevant to my 
interview? 

A good indicator that the interview had moved to a mode of conversation was the participant 

anticipating the progress of the conversation before the interviewer had taken up the topic. 

For example, participant 5, answered the question listed as number 11 in the interview 

schedule – Do you see yourself as the kind of person who goes to university? -  very early in 

the actual interview by saying:  

‘I always knew I wanted to go to university’ 

(Participant 5) 

This move from interview to ‘purposeful conversation’ was greatly helped by the participants 

themselves, who were able to focus on the interview questions in a particularly rich way. 

3.24 After the interviews 

After the interview, an important task was to quickly transfer the £15.00 involvement 

payment to the participant. Most opted for this to be sent to them in cash. In all cases a 

receipt was sent and in most cases the receipt was returned. The speedy transfer of the 

involvement payment was deliberate – again I wanted to signal trustworthiness and 

professionalism. The speedy transfer of payment was appreciated and in a couple of cases 

elicited pleasant surprise.   

Each recording was allocated a code and only I knew the connection between the name of 

the individual and the code. The audio recordings were then sent to the trusted Transcriber 

identified by the code not the name. This was done by loading the audio files on to a secure 

server. Once the files were transcribed, the files were deleted from the server. The option of 

‘verbatim’ transcription was chosen since I wanted to capture every nuance of the 

conversation. It is not simply what is said, but the actual words used that is important 

(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018). 

The transcriptions were then sent (password protected) to the participants and asked if they 

were content for them to go forward to be used in the research. I asked participants to come 
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back within a week or I would assume the participants were content for me to use them. This 

process was undertaken in batches of three: this allowed both transcriptions to be 

undertaken while other interviews were being scheduled, but perhaps more importantly 

lessened the risk of the wrong transcripts being sent to the wrong individuals. One 

participant withdrew after reading their transcript. Analysis of the content of the transcripts is 

set out in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 

3.25 Ethical issues arising 

The research undertaken conformed to the ethics approval of September 2018. However, it 

is worth highlighting some important points. It was not envisaged that the research involved 

any sensitive (as defined by the university ethics committee) or illegal subjects and none of 

the participants raised any. Another potential identified risk was historic safeguarding issues, 

and again none of these arose. While some resources had been prepared should 

participants request any help or information, none of the participants requested any advice 

or information. However, five ethical or ethical related issues did arise, and these are set out 

below and how they were dealt with. 

Well into an interview with participant 1, I realised that I probably knew the participants 

previous foster carers. Here the ethics of confidentiality and anonymity were clear, as a 

result I did not explore with participant whether I did indeed know his previous foster carers 

and in the unlikely (but not impossible) event I meet these foster carers again, I will not ask 

whether participant 1 is known to them.     

One individual wished to participate and completed the questionnaire. I emailed the 

participant to set up an interview. The individual then rang and told me she was mentally 

unwell and could no longer participate – I asked whether she was seeing a doctor or other 

relevant health professional – she replied she was on the way to the mental health clinic as 

she spoke, and I encouraged her that that was the right thing to do. I subsequently 

confirmed in an email that it was fine for her not to participate and wished her well in her 

recovery. I then reported this to the supervisor who confirmed these actions. Ethically this 

was straightforward, the participant had withdrawn consent. As researcher I had checked 

that the participant was receiving appropriate health treatment, which as an adult she had 

confirmed with me she was accessing health care and I had checked the situation with the 

research supervisor.     

Participant 7 received the completed transcript of the interview and then decided to withdraw 

without giving a reason. This was frustrating – it was a particularly rich questionnaire and 

interview – nevertheless the ethical conditions were clear. Participants can withdraw at any 

stage. I hid my frustration, acknowledged that the participant could withdraw and confirmed 

that the material in the questionnaire and interview would not be used.   

Participant 13 had completed an interview and given her address so the involvement 

payment could be sent. Some weeks later participant 10 then did the interview and also 

gave her address so that she could receive the involvement payment. The two addresses 

were a matter of doors away in the same student accommodation. It is quite possible that 

the participants knew each other, and one had persuaded the other to participate in the 

research, it was equally possible that two participants did not know each other, or knew each 

other, but did not know the other was also care experienced. In ‘normal life’ I might say ‘Do 

you know the Jones at No 3?’ but again, in research terms the ethics of confidentiality and 

anonymity were clear, and I made no comment on this to either participant. 

The researcher rang participant 19 for the scheduled interview. It became clear that 

participant 19 was driving a car, in the pouring rain. Anxious about undertaking a serious and 
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potentially emotional interview, while the participant was driving in demanding conditions, I 

asked participant 19 whether it was safe to drive and participate in an interview and said I 

would be happy to reschedule the interview. Participant 19 replied that he was safe, had a 

‘hand’s free’ phone and wanted to do the interview. Given participant 19 was an adult, was 

apparently legal by reporting a ‘hands free’ phone, knew the driving conditions (where I did 

not) and wished to proceed with the interview, proceeding with the interview seemed the 

best option. The interview was completed safely.  

3.26 Analysing the interviews 

The researcher asked for the interviews to be transcribed verbatim, which meant that all the 

non-verbal speech content was captured in entirety. As part of this ‘drop-out’ was recorded 

by the transcriber as, for example, (inaudible 9.32), what this meant is not that 9.32 minutes 

of the interview were missing rather, it meant that 9.32 minutes and 32 seconds into the 

interview there was a one second ‘drop-out’. The request for ‘verbatim’ transcriptions 

reflected both my previous experience in interviewing and the research literature (Brinkman 

and Kvale, 2018) that potentially what is said, and gaps and silences, can be as instructive 

as verbal content.   

The researcher then undertook qualitative content analysis of the text. Boreus and 

Bergstrom summarise content analysis as: What does the text state? (Boreus and 

Bergstrom, 2017 p. 25). Similar definitions occur in other texts, for example: 

“a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from data to their context”  

(Krippendorf, 1980 p21) 

The analysis of the transcripts was undertaken manually, coding text and identifying 

emerging themes. The initial codes and themes were shared with the supervisor as part of a 

calibration process. The themes are set out in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. In some content 

analysis, it is sometimes appropriate to ask of the text: If this is the explicit content what is 

the implicit content? (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 2002). Or, in simpler terms, what do they really 

mean? This can be a methodological weakness of content analysis. (Boreus and Bergstrom, 

2017). However, here there were individuals answering fairly ‘factual’ questions (for 

example, how did you choose your university course? What sort of careers advice did you 

have at school?). As will be shown in subsequent chapters, participants had high level of 

verbal articulacy, emotional intelligence and (perhaps derived from their academic strengths) 

an ability to ‘answer the question set’ and as a result this minimised the risk of implicit 

answers - factual questions were responded to by the participants though focussed 

descriptive answers.  

My position was that all the content provided by the participants was of value and needs the 

full attention of the interviewer in the interview and in subsequent analysis. The position here 

is of profound respect to the participant, valuing everything they choose to share with the 

interviewer. This is of course consistent with acknowledging the contribution of service users 

/ people with lived experience as ‘ends in themselves’ rather than simply ‘means to a 

(research) end’ (Glasby and Beresford 2006, Beresford 2016,). As has been observed 

before, this acknowledgment does not equate with seeing the participants as ‘know alls’ 

(Pawson, 1997) but it does give them their appropriate status in the taxonomy of knowledge.   

Using all the material also resolves the potential problem of why ‘some words count as data 

and others don’t’ (St. Pierre and Jackson, 2014 p.716) by acknowledging that all the words, 

as well as non-verbal content and any significant silences offered by participants count as 

data. By acknowledging the primacy of interviewees in choosing their own words it lessens 
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the risk of either over-interpreting what participants might say or falling into the trap of 

concluding that when participant A says ‘X’ they really mean ‘Z’ (Cooper, 2008). 

Words count as empirical data and stand independently from any subsequent interpretation 

(St. Pierre and Jackson, 2014). While there is an objective reality of the text, interpretations 

of the text will differ, and interpretations sit within a specific context. This is consistent with 

the critical realist model cited earlier, both the objective reality of the words and their 

subsequent interpretation are important, and neither can stand alone from the other. This 

approach also acknowledges that how this empirical data – the text of the interviews - is 

interpreted can vary. Interpretations of empirical data are in turn affected by the researchers 

own world view. To maintain a degree of objectivity two techniques can be deployed. First, 

by sharing the empirical data - in this case the text of the interviews - others can ascertain 

whether the interpretation by the researcher is reasonable. For this reason, interview quotes 

are cited extensively in this research. This allows others to judge whether the interpretations 

I make on the content of the text are reasonable interpretations. Second, I shared my own 

experiences that potentially impact on the research earlier, this allows others to ascertain 

whether my interpretations of the text, and subsequent analysis, are reasonable 

interpretations and analysis or reflect rather more of my own world view than can be borne 

by the actual content of the interview. 

3.27 Summary 

The theoretical and conceptual model underpinning the research is one of critical realism 

recognising both objective reality and the importance of subjective views in how individuals 

see the world and their place in it, their response and the role of social context in shaping 

these perspectives. This research emphasises the contribution of ‘proximity’ and the 

importance of granularity. Arising from this is the importance of ‘knowing how’ as well as 

‘knowing that’. Reflexivity was introduced as a tool for managing proximity and other forms of 

researcher bias. Listening attentively to the experiences and opinions of care experienced 

people who had secured a place at university was central, both as an ethical and practical 

imperative. The methods flowed from these positions. A purposive self-selecting sample, of 

care experienced people aged 18-30, who had secured a place at university. A qualitative 

approach was adopted using a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. Participants 

were recruited through Virtual Schools. Nineteen potential participants came forward and 

fifteen completed the questionnaire, interview and gave their consent for the material to be 

used. This data was then transcribed and analysed, and the content and results of the 

analysis is described in subsequent chapters. I now turn to a fuller description of the 

participants, their circumstances and place this in the context of the findings from the 

relevant research literature.   
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Chapter 4: The profile and circumstances of the participants  

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the profile and circumstances of the participants: their age and 

degree status; their pre-university education and quality of schools, homework patterns, 

qualification route to university, their living arrangements and geographical mobility. A key 

issue which will be explored is the participants relationship with any individual who they 

identified as being particularly helpful to them in their journey to securing a place at 

university and the role of social workers and foster carers. 

As explained in Chapter 3, participants were asked to complete a questionnaire prior to the 

interview as a way of gathering some basic information (Bryman, 2012). Fifteen individuals 

participated in the research. Of these fifteen two did not complete the questionnaire prior to 

the interview but were happy to verbally answer all the questions in the questionnaire in the 

interview and these responses are included below. All the data from the questionnaires was 

utilised although not all the participants completed every question on the questionnaire. 

Once all the 15 questionnaires were completed data from the questionnaires was 

aggregated to see what, if any patterns, emerged. This data was then anonymised and 

condensed for the description and analysis below. The section on relationships with key 

individuals derives from the coding drawn from the interviews.  

In line with the GDPR principle of not asking for information that was not going to be used in 

the research, the questionnaire did not ask about gender, ethnicity, special educational 

needs or disability. It is worth remembering that all the participants were sourced via Virtual 

Schools and therefore all the participants were care experienced (DfE, 2018). Despite the 

questionnaire and interview schedule not asking about the ‘care careers’ of the participants, 

a number chose to share this information, and this is reported below.     

4.2 Age and degree status 

At the time the questionnaire was completed one participant was 18, two were 19, three 

were 20, two were 25, one was 21, one 22, one 23, one 24, one 28, one 29 and one 30. 

Eight of the participants were undergraduates and seven were graduates. Of the graduates, 

six had further post graduate qualifications or were studying for them (Masters, PhD) and 

three had professional qualifications or were studying for them. This number totals more 

than seven since some participants had both post-graduate degrees and professional 

qualifications. Areas of study and qualification at university covered science, technology and 

engineering, architecture, the arts and social sciences. All the participants (with one 

exception) were attending or had graduated from, a university in England.  

Stevenson et al (2020) in their study of a data set from the HESA (Higher Education 

Statistics Authority) undertook an analysis of 242,895 full time students from 2017 who they 

identified as experiencing ‘family estrangement’, a proportion of whom they identified as care 

experienced. They found that care experienced students: 

‘…have lower status entry qualifications and are more likely to be graduating from a sub-

degree programme and to be at an institution that is not within the Russell Group’. 

(Stevenson et al, 2002 p. 8) 

In contrast to cohort of care experienced students identified by Stevenson et al, a high 

proportion of the participants in this research were attending, or had graduated from, Russell 



63 
 

Group universities. This was consequently an unexpected finding and deserves some 

comment. First, the phrase ‘Russell Group’ requires some explanation and interpretation.   

Individual universities vary considerably in terms of the required grades for entry, facilities, 

environment, the balance between research and teaching activities and status. In analysing 

the data, I was interested in understanding whether participants were spread across a range 

of universities or were clustered in certain types of university. However, anonymity precluded 

listing all the individual universities that participants were attending or had studied at. It 

therefore seemed sensible to classify the participants into different groups of university. 

Undertaking this task was fraught with difficulty since different classifications are freighted 

with different meanings and values. A historical categorisation might start with the oldest 

universities (Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh, Glasgow and St Andrews), followed by ‘red 

brick’ universities set up in the 19th century (e.g. Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield), ‘post-

Robbins report’ universities i.e. those founded as part of the university expansion in the 

sixties (e.g. Sussex, Essex) and post 1992 universities (‘new universities’) which saw many 

polytechnics convert to universities (e.g. Sunderland University, University of the West of 

England). However, recent years have seen the emergence of the Russell Group 

universities (https://russellgroup.ac.uk/) – 24 universities who, whether appropriately or not, 

enjoy high prestige. The Russell group classification includes both ‘historic’ universities’, ‘red 

brick’ universities and post-Robbins universities – but no post 1992 universities. The ratings 

derived from the Research Evaluation Framework (REF), which assesses research quality, 

and Teaching Evaluation Framework (TEF), which assess teaching quality, further 

complicate the picture. It was therefore determined that while not taking a view on whether 

Russell Group universities, or indeed any other group of universities, were ‘better’ or ‘worse’ 

than any other group to use the Russell Group as one classification, a historic sequential 

classification of ‘red brick’ and post Robbin’s universities as another classification and a third 

classification of post 1992 universities. 

Four of the participants were attending, or had graduated from, Russell Group universities, 

six were attending or had graduated from, ‘red brick’ or post-Robbins universities and seven 

were attending, or had graduated from, ‘new’ universities that is those that had gained 

university status after 1992. Again, the total is more than 15 because several participants 

had more than one degree and some participants after completing their initial degree had 

moved to another university for their subsequent studies. In this regard the participants 

differed from the overall cohort of care experienced people identified by Stevenson et al 

(2020) who had experienced higher education in that more than half were not at a post 1992 

university.     

4.3 Pre-University Education and the Quality of Schools  

Just over half of the participants (8) had undertaken both their GCSEs and A Levels at the 

same educational facility. Seven of these had undertaken their GCSEs and A levels at the 

same school and one participant had undertaken both GCSEs and A levels at the same FE 

College. Another six participants had taken their GCSEs at school and then switched to a FE 

College or another school for their post-16 qualifications. One further participant had self-

studied for A levels after taking GCSEs at school. All but three of the 15 participants had 

attended the same secondary school until GCSE. One of these three had not attended 

secondary school at all (they arrived in the UK post 16) and just two had attended two 

secondary schools. In contrast to the wider population of care experienced children 

(Children’s Commissioner, 2018) participants in this study has enjoyed remarkable stability 

in their educational settings.    

https://russellgroup.ac.uk/
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The quality of schools is crucial to educational attainment (Crawford, 2014). Turning to the 

quality of schools an interview question asked: ‘How was the school seen by you and the 

community? Was it seen as good or average? Some sample answers included:  

‘…I think that school was more tailoring people towards university anyway…’ 

(Participant 1) 

and 

‘Yeah, I think [name of school] was quite a good school, the erm, yeah, I mean I don’t know 

what their Ofsted rating is, but yeah by the community it is considered a good school’. 

(Participant 17) 

The majority of the participants perceptions was that their school was a ‘good’ school. Part of 

the purpose of the questionnaire was to establish to what extent participant’s individual 

views of their schools were congruent with external organisational perspectives. Each 

participant provided the name of the secondary school(s) and / or the FE College they had 

attended. The Ofsted ‘Find an inspection report’ facility (https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/) was 

then used to find the Ofsted ranking. Ofsted rankings are contested but the prime goal of the 

exercise here was to establish what congruence there was, if any, between the Ofsted 

assessment and participant’s views of their former schools.  

Over and above the issue of how valid the Ofsted rankings might be there are several 

limitations to this exercise. For some of the older participants their secondary school career 

might have started up to 19 years before, a period in which rankings for a specific school can 

vary significantly. Further, a young person’s secondary school career lasts five to seven 

years and schools can and do change their Ofsted rankings even in this period. Schools also 

close, merge or are ‘re-launched’ under a new name. Nor are schools inspected on a regular 

basis: an ‘outstanding’ Ofsted rating can lead to future inspections being delayed for 

significant periods while schools given an ‘Inadequate’ rating by Ofsted are inspected more 

regularly. As a rough proxy, I therefore determined to examine the most recent Ofsted 

ranking and the second most recent Ofsted ranking. This information was then put alongside 

each participant’s school. To preserve anonymity the name of the school is abbreviated to 

the initials in the table. 

Table 1: Ofsted Ratings of schools attended by participants   

 

  

School and / or FE 

College. 

 

 

Most recent 

Ofsted rating 

 

Second most recent 

Ofsted rating 

 

Participant 1 

 

 

T A: GCSE 

 

S W: A Level 

 

 

Good 2015 

 

Good 2017 

 

Good 2019 

 

Good 2014 

https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/
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Participant 4  

 

 

QE: GCSE  

 

B College /  

 

H College: 

A Level 

 

 

Good 2016 

 

Requires 

Improvement 

2018 

 

Requires 

Improvement 

2018 

 

Requires Improvement 

2014 

 

 

Good 2015 

 

Requires Improvement 

2016 

 

 

 

Participant 5 

 

 

V S:  GCSE 

A Level 

 

 

Good 2018 

 

Good 2014 (Inadequate 

2017) 

 

Participant 6 

 

R S: GCSE 

 

B O School: 

 

 

P College: A Level 

 

 

Good 2017 

  

Outstanding 

2019 

 

Outstanding 

2018 

 

 

Requires improvement 

2014 

 

 

 

Outstanding 2015 

 

Participant 8 

 

 

G D School: GCSE 

 

C College: 

A Level 

 

 

Good 2017 

 

No record 

found 

 

 

Good 2013 
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Participant 9 

 

 

C A H: GCSE 

 

 

L A E: ‘A level’ 

 

 

 

Outstanding 

2012 

 

Outstanding 

2017 

 

No record found 

 

 

Good 2014 

 

Participant 10  

 

 

St J F CC: GCSE 

 

Self-studied A level 

 

 

Good 2017 

 

 

Participant12  

 

 

G C: GCSE & A Level 

 

 

Good 2017 

 

 

Requires Improvement 

2016 

 

 

Participant 13  

 

 

C H: GCSE & A Level 

 

 

Good 2019 

 

Good 2015 

 

Participant 14  

 

 

K E: GCSEs 

 

 

WQE: A level 

 

 

Outstanding 

2019 

 

No record 

found 

 

Outstanding 2014 

 

 

No record found 

 

Participant 15  

 

 

A S: GCSE & A level 

 

 

Outstanding 

2013 
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Participant 16 

 

 

G S F C: GCSE & 

A Level 

 

 

No record 

found 

 

No record found 

 

Participant 17  

 

 

T C C: GCSE & A 

Level  

 

 

Good 2018 

 

Good 2013 

 

Participant 18  

 

 

H A: GCSE & A level 

 

 

Outstanding 

2018 

 

Good 2015 

 

Participant 19 

 

 

L C: GCSE & A level 

 

 

Requires 

Improvement 

2019 

 

Requires improvement 

since 2016 

 

Out of 21 educational settings, 7 were ranked as outstanding, 10 were ranked as good, 3 

were ranked as ‘requires improvement’ and no record could be found for two. For the 

majority of participants, there was an accurate correlation between their perception of the 

quality of their schools and colleges and the Ofsted ranking. 

4.4 Time spent on homework  

The questionnaire asked: On average how many hours homework did you do a night in the 

run-up to your GCSEs? Homework is key to academic attainment at school: 

‘…students who reported in Year 9 spending between 2 and 3 hours on homework on an 

average weeknight were almost 10 times more likely to achieve 5 A-C …than students who 

did not spend any time on homework. Moderate to strong positive effects of time spent on 

homework were found for total GCSE score, specific GCSE grades and the benchmark 

indicators, but also on overall academic progress and progress in specific subjects’ 

(Sammons et al, 2014 p xxxii)  

Table 2 sets out the responses to this question. 

Table 2: Time spent by participants on homework in the run-up to GCSEs 

 

Participant 1 Left blank  
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Participant 4 2/3 

Participant 5 4 

Participant 6 1 hour max 

Participant 8 ‘Can’t remember’ 

Participant 9 2/3 

Participant 10 3 hours 

Participant 12 8/12 (?) 

Participant 13 5 

Participant 14 3 

Participant 15 0 

Participant 16 3 

Participant 17 5 
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Participant 18 2/4 

Participant 19 2 

 

The mode of hours worked was 3. Overall, this was a group of individuals who put in the 

hours to exceed the average of 5 A-C grades.  

A similar question was asked in the questionnaire about time spent on homework in the run-

up to post-16 qualifications (Table 3)  

Table 3: Time spent by participants on homework in the in run-up to A Levels or other 

post-16 qualification 

Participant 1 Left blank 

Participant 4 4/6 hours 

Participant 5  6-8 hours 

Participant 6 

‘Dependent, I wouldn’t do work every 

evening, some evening nothing, and others 

I would cram and loads of work in the 

evening’  

Participant 8 ‘Can’t remember’ 

Participant 9 4/5 

Participant 10 5+ 

Participant 12 12/15 hours (?) 
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Participant 13 6/7 hours 

Participant 14 3/4 

Participant 15 1/2 

Participant 16 3 

Participant 17 5 

Participant 18  20/20 (presumably per week?) 

Participant 19 4/5 hours every night 

 

The mode was 5 hours. Again, the majority of participants undertook long hours of personal 

study in the run up to their post-16 qualifications. 

It is important to note that while a majority of the participants had benefited from attending 

‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ schools and colleges they had built on this opportunity through their 

long hours of homework.   

4.5 A special place and time for doing your GCSE homework? 

This question was prompted by my own experiences of the need for private study space to 

undertake academic work and Jackson’s observations on the subject (Jackson (Ed), 2013). 

As was shown in the literature review, disruption of personal study can seriously impede 

academic achievement. Responses are set out in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Place and time for undertaking GCSE homework. 

Participant 1 Left blank 
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Participant 4 
In my room (sometimes day sometimes 

night) 

Participant 5 No 

Participant 6 Desk in room / after dinner 

Participant 8 No 

Participant 9 Mostly at the library 

Participant 10 No 

Participant 12 
Yes, left stuff all over house, I would 

change places every day. 

Participant 13 In room, using desk. 

Participant 14 My bedroom 

Participant 15 Room at back of house 

Participant 16  No 

Participant 17 Table in my room 



72 
 

Participant 18 At home after school 

Participant 19 

Yes. I was fortunate VS organised private 

tutor for 3 months to prepare my maths 

GCSE 

 

At GCSE level, 4 of the participants identified no special place for study, with another 8 

identifying their room. By ‘A’ level six were identifying the place for study as ‘library’, or 

identifying a mixture of university library, college / school library or simply just library. 

Responses are set out in Table 5.  

4.6 Did you have a special time and place for personal study [post 16]? 

The questionnaire also asked ‘Did you have a special time and place for personal study 

[post 16]? 

Table 5: Place and time for personal study [post 16]. 

Participant 1 Left blank 

Participant 4 
‘In my room/flat and whenever I felt like 

doing it’ 

Participant 5 Yes – Uni of X 

Participant 6 Desk in my room, would do it after dinner 

Participant 8 At work mostly 

Participant 9  Library or spare classroom at school 

Participant 10 Yes – local library 
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Participant 12 

Same as when doing GCSEs, studied all 

over the house, garden for reading, dining 

room for maths and so on 

Participant 13 Room or X Library 

Participant 14 My bedroom 

Participant 15 Room at back of house 

Participant 16 No 

Participant 17 Table in room / Sixth Form centre 

Participant 18 Library and coffee shop 

Participant 19 
I used to use the college library during and 

after class. As well as studying at home 

 

What is interesting is that at both at GCSE, and post 16 qualification level, participants were 

using, or identifying and using space for study, for example, public libraries. They were not 

apparently competing for study space in shared living areas.  

4.7 Qualification route to university:  

While a common perception is that university offers are made on the basis of A levels, a 

number of universities accept other qualifications including the International Baccalaureate 

(IB), National Vocational Qualification Level 3 (NVQ), Business, Technology and Education 

Council qualifications (BTEC) and a Foundation Year. The questionnaire asked for the 

qualification route to university and offered the options of A Levels / IB / NVQ / BTEC/ 

Foundation Year. For ten of the participants the qualification route was A levels. Two 

participants undertook a Foundation Year (one also did A levels), for three the qualification 

route was Level 3 (NVQ or BTEC) while one undertook an access course. Again, in contrast 

to the wider cohort of care experienced people at university identified by Stevenson et al 

(2020) most of whom the study identified as having ‘lower status qualifications’ 10 of the 15 

participants in this research had A levels.   
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4.8 Care Status 

The questionnaire and interview schedule did not ask about the participants ‘care career’: 

that is how they came to be looked after, their legal status and placements while looked 

after. However, during the interview a number of participants offered information about their 

legal status while looked after and details on their placements. One participant had been in 

kinship care (a legal status that straddles placement within the wider family while under 

social work supervision) and three identified themselves as unaccompanied asylum-seeking 

children (and thus placed under Section 20 of the Children Act 1989). Of those participants 

that did talk about their placements all had been placed with foster carers, several described 

multiple placements with foster carers, and in two cases placements had broken down 

shortly before or after GCSEs and these participants had been placed in independent 

supported accommodation. One participant described in some detail being homeless for a 

significant period while under 18 and under the ‘care’ of social work services.     

4.9 The support of any particular individual or individuals, who encouraged you to 

think about university or gave you practical support. 

This interview question sought to elicit whether, and to what extent, participants identified 

individuals who had encouraged them to think about university or gave practical support on 

participants journey to university. In line with the theme of granularity, careful consideration 

was given in the interviews not only to whether support was given but to how individuals had 

given support. 

Participants answered this question in two ways. One group of participants immediately 

identified specific individuals who had been key to in the process of encouraging and 

supporting them to secure a place at university. Seven individuals fall into this category. The 

second group identified a generic group (‘the teachers were great’) and four individuals 

came into this category. The next section sets out those who identified specific individuals. 

Participant 1 described this situation: 

Int: Was there any particular individual or individuals who encouraged you to think 
about university? 

R: Yes, my foster carer. 

Int: Right okay, and what sort of things did he or she say? 

R: Well erm, it’s b- well so I, there’s two foster carers, one is erm, really, really focuses 
on academia, and the other one really focuses on work.  Erm, and knowing that I 
wasn’t really ready for work, kind of lead me towards the other one.  Erm, and she is, 
she’s quite academic herself, so erm, she’s got, got a PhD and all that sort of stuff, 
and really, really interested in learning herself.  So yeah, that kind of helped, and 
almost swayed my dec-decision I suppose. 

Int: Were both your foster carers kind of had jobs outside the house? 

R: Yeah er, well oh no, not erm, er, the female foster carer didn’t, so foster carer was 
her main job erm, but the male foster carer did have a job. 

Int: And so they were quite supportive and kind of knew the ropes if one of them 
had a PhD? 

R: Yes. 
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(Participant 1) 

For participant 4 it was both her leaving care Personal Assistant (PA) and her Art Therapist: 

Int: You obviously got the grades to get you in to Fine Art, at [University of X], 
nobody else.  Was there anybody or group of individuals or anybody else who 
encouraged you to go to university? 

R: Erm, yeah, I’d say my Leaving Care PA definitely did.  She’s not my Leaving Care PA 
anymore though.  Er, she’s now a Virtual School’s advisor for colleges, erm, and 
people under 18.  But erm, she massively, as erm, when I was 18, she was, when 
she was my Leaving Care PA, she was amazing.   

Participant 4 went on to describe how she was doing an art course and then as part of her 

personal support started therapy with an art therapist: 

….so when I was seeing her, I was actually in college doing the art course at college and er, 

erm, yeah.  So I think, I think my, my sessions we’d talk about it [art therapy], because she’d 

always say at the end of the session, at the end of the art therapy session that, “Oh you 

know, you’d make such a brilliant art therapist one day, you know, you’re really going to help 

a lot of people,” erm, and stuff like that. So it was kind of like er, she was always 

encouraging me and making me believe in myself that I could actually do it yeah. 

(Participant 4) 

For participant 5 it was a specific teacher: 

But all in all the teachers really did try and help me and you know, they, they, they played 

their part, they certainly played their part you know.  I had a mentor – I mean he was my 

head of year, but also my mentor [names teacher], but he was, I think he was the only black 

male in the school, so obviously there, obviously there like there’s an instant connection 

then, he really helped me to you know calm down and you know just think things through 

and you know...  Yeah, he was like a mentor really, like really helped me at school. 

(Participant 5) 

Participant 10 had had a placement at a university science laboratory in Year 12 (The 

circumstances of this will be described in Chapter 6). She then did not secure her desired A 

level grades. She then went back to the staff at the same university science lab who 

supported her while she studied for her A levels, but she had no access to any educational 

setting (for example, school, FE College). Since participant 10 was outside an educational 

setting she needed funding to re-sit her A levels which is where the transcript picks up the 

story: 

Int: Was it one particular person at [University of X] who was creative in getting 
you funding for the A-Levels, or was it a sort of a team thing do you think? 

R: Erm, well erm, yes, yes and no.  Erm, it, it was a bit of a team thing, but one person 
was the proactive one yes.  It was the physics outreach person at [University of X]. I 
can give you her name if you want? 

Int: No, that’s all right, I’m just curious.  And are you still in touch with them? 

R: Oh yeah, I am yeah, we email once every few months. 

(Participant 10) 
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With participant 15, the specific people identified were friends who were contemporaries at 

school: 

So erm, the biggest motivators for myself are probably my friends.  I have two very good 

friends I went through high school with, pardon me, erm, and they were both and are both 

extremely good at mathematics erm, which is possibly the weakest skill that I have within the 

physics domain.  So erm, I then, on the flipside, they weren't so good at the physics, but they 

were good at the maths, so we made a very good pair, paring, triplet, whatever you want to 

call it.  Erm, and they always had it in their minds that they were going to university, because 

that’s what their parents had done.  And so it was just instilled in me that that was the thing 

to do.  Now my family were also very, very supportive…… Erm, and er, yeah then, and then 

of course there was my uncle who was the one who got me interested in science fiction and 

science and the like, so yeah, that was, I think it was probably er, those three individual 

things that were the most yeah.  

(Participant 15) 

For participant 17 it was another Head of Year at the school: 

R: I’ve always formed strong attachments and relationships to teachers.  Erm, and I 
think that, you know, they’ve always encouraged me to aim higher, to you know, to – 
it was always, I-I’ve always been very erm, academically driven from a young age.  
And I think it was to do with erm, at school I’d get praise you know, when I did well, 
and stuff like that, and kind of that in-reinforcement and role model behaviour kind of 
thing.  Erm, and then as I – so as I got to sixth form, it was I, my Head of Year was a 
major part of that journey.  Like she would encourage – she was always encouraging 
me to you know, aim, to aim high and like how much I’d achieved and all this kind of 
stuff.  So, and that’s why [University of] X was kind of pushed that way as well.  Erm, 
but yeah, and she was a major support network for me, like she went above and 
beyond her role in every way to support me to erm, like i-it was absolutely incredible.  
So she emotionally supported me, she practically supported me and she, you know, 
she was a psychology teacher as well, so she was a mentor as well. 

For participant 18 it was a person at the Virtual School: 

R: Erm, I-I I’ve always wanted to go to uni, like I know that I really wanted to go to uni, 
but I was not really sure where or like whatever.  Like I-I know the type of course I 
wanted to do, but I was not really sure if that was the right one.  So I spoke to [name 
of person at Virtual School] who is the lady who deals with the education erm, and 
[inaudible 3:30].  So erm, I decided, so then I went to visit a couple of the unis as 
well, so I can look at it, see how it is.  So I then, so the day my application to 
[University of X], and she er, helped me out with that as well. 

Participant 19 also identified an individual at the Virtual School: 

R: Yeah, I mean erm, erm, personally I would say [names individual], she was a 
massive support er, you know, for er, you know for my er, achievement of, you know, 
towards er, my education.  She was a really massive support erm, yeah. 

Int: What was her job, was she a teacher, or was she a social worker? 

R: Erm, she’s erm, a teacher.  She’s a teacher, but she er, she works with Social 
Services, so in that thing she advised about er, you know, erm, education, anything 
about education and where to signpost people if they need support, anything like 
that, so that’s her role. 
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(Participant 19) 

Participant 13 was a bridge between those who identified individuals and those who 

identified a generic model, by identifying both: 

R: Erm, I’d say obviously my school m- played a massive part, because obviously erm, 
even though I’m from a state school, I’d probably say it was like a pretty good state 
school in my area.  Erm, everybody was sort of expected to go to university unless 
you were doing an apprenticeship or you’re going, like you’re leaving school to work.  
So you know, my school would do higher education days, so we would go to like you 
know, UCAS events and find out about different universities.  Erm, my school would 
help with like erm, like you know, your personal statement, they would do like 
workshops to try and help you with that.  And they did try like the bare minimum with 
erm, interviews, but I’ll be honest they weren't that helpful, because they just weren't 
erm, they just weren't that detailed.  Like they weren't erm, engaging enough for me, 
like erm, they didn’t really put that much effort into them.  But obviously that’s another 
thing, erm, [coughs] sorry.   

And later in the same interview: 

….she essentially like would get us involved in programmes, into networking events, would 

get us involved in work experience, and would arrange for any sort of residentials or 

workshops.  She was just like the person that organised everything, and she was really 

great.  Like you know, she obviously knew I was in care, erm, and she didn’t treat me any 

differently from anybody else….  

Erm, and I think she motivated me a lot as well, because I felt like you know, [name of 

individual] spent so much time helping us over two years, like you, you create a relationship 

essentially.  And in creating that relationship erm, you bec- you become close to them and 

you sort of want to make them proud.   

(Participant 13) 

The second group of individuals primarily identified a group model of support and often did 

not identify a specific individual – even when nudged. Participant 6 set the tone for those 

who saw a ‘generic’ model: 

Int: But was there any particular individual or individuals who encouraged you to 
think about university? 

R: Yeah, probably just the members of staff at college I’d say yeah. 

Int: What sort of things did they say? 

R: Just that like erm, like, “You would love uni,” erm, “It would be really good for you.” 
Erm, that if you want to be a teacher you’d have to go, that you’d enjoy it whilst you 
were there, that you were, you were good enough to go to uni, yeah. 

Int: So those were all pretty consistent conversations over your two years at 
college, it wasn’t just a... 

R: Yeah. 

Int: ...flash in the pan at a review meeting or something like that? 

R: Yeah. 
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Int: So there was a group of people having that conversation with you, was there 
any one or two individuals in particular? 

R: Erm, one was my tutor at college, and she erm, yeah and she was constantly going 
on about it.   

Int: I like that phrase constantly going on about it. 

R: Yeah. 

(Participant 6) 

Participant 8 took a similar approach primarily identifying group support rather than any 

specific individuals: 

R: Er, well when I were at college we were told to think about university. 

(Participant 8) 

As did participant 9: 

R: Erm, I think my teacher there, sixth form, were very helpful.  And everyone at my 
sixth form, everyone was encouraged to go to university.  I don’t know if others are. 

(Participant 9) 

Sometimes it was the Virtual School that provided the generic support: 

R: Erm, kind of, or the, the kind of pastoral kind of care in at the colleges, and you’ve got 
foster carers that want to push you forward into that.  And we had a what was called 
a Virtual School within, within [names county], and they were very, very on it with 
open, like doing open days and taking us all around the country really to try all 
different lectures and all sorts.  But and that was definitely a good experience to have 
like full-on taster days at the universities to see.   

Int: So there were quite good systems at the school, and at the Virtual School, and 
I think you sort of said a bit earlier that you’d had a conversation with the 
careers people at the school about what would be the right degree for you? 

R: Yeah. 

Int: Was there a particular individual who made you think, “Yeah I really want to go 
to university,” or, “Yeah I can do that”? 

R: Erm, I think again it might have been the erm, the Virtual School, because they would 
look at your grades, they’d keep up with your grades and constantly kind of push 
ideas into, “Oh what erm, with the grades you’re doing right now you could very 
easily do this, you could do that.”  And they’d find, find things for you to do based on 
what you were interested in. 

(Participant 14) 

A number of the participants identified a culture of expectation in their schools that pupils 

would go on to university. But the majority of participants readily identified specific 

individuals including a foster carer, a PA (Personal Assistant), an art therapist, teachers, 

peers, and staff of the Virtual Schools.  Conspicuously missing from this list were social 
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workers and I will address this below. Seven of the participants easily and quickly identified 

individuals who had encouraged and supported them on their journey to university. 

Interestingly these individuals spanned a range of professional groups and consequently 

professional responsibilities. While some professionals might be expected to offer 

encouragement and support on the journey to university (for example, teachers) the 

identification of other individuals was more unexpected and seemed to reflect individual’s 

personal experiences and commitments (for example, the foster carer with the PhD) rather 

than anything more structured and systematic.  

4.10 The role of social workers 

The near total absence of social workers from this list in supporting individuals to university 

prompted follow-up questions where appropriate. But before examining the responses it is 

worth recapping on the role of social workers in relation to care experienced people.  

Social workers work with children and young people who are looked after until the age of 18. 

As was shown in the Chapter 3, the social work function in legislation and policy is central to 

the welfare and well-being of children and young people who are looked after. This includes 

every child having an allocated social worker, regular visits to the child, oversight of the care 

plan, social workers taking decisions about placements, and the six-monthly looked after 

review and the six-monthly Personal Education Plan (PEP) meeting. Local authorities have a 

statutory role in promoting the education of children and young people who are looked after 

which is reinforced through external inspection undertaken by Ofsted.  As the young looked 

after person reaches 18, Leaving Care Personal Advisors (often known as PAs), who are 

working as unqualified social workers, take over case responsibility. Introduced by the 

Leaving Care Act 2000 the creation of the PA role reflected both an ambition and the then 

new legal requirement that care experienced young people would continue to receive 

support from local authorities up to the age of 25. The creation of this role as a role 

alongside registered social workers, whether by default or design, had the effect of keeping 

a lid on costs – PAs are paid perhaps 50% of what a qualified social worker is paid. 

Seven participants described situations that were characterised by a large turnover of social 

workers allocated to their case, as well as social workers that were peripheral to participants 

schooling and educational aspirations. Where social workers were part of the narrative, they 

featured in the role of organising placements. 

Participant 5 answered my question like this: 

Int: Tell me about your social workers during all this, were they any good? 

R: Social workers [laughs].  Okay erm, they’re what’s the word, volatile, in the sense 
that they don’t stay for long, you know, some of them, they don’t stay for long. But my 
current, my previous foster carer before I turned 18, she was with me for how long?  I 
think she was the longest social worker I had actually… [    ]  

Int: Mmm. 

R: Yeah, yeah that’s my kind of [inaudible 10:07] social workers, but you know. 

Int: I mean you used the word ‘volatile’, I don’t want to put words in your mouth, 
but I mean is what you mean by that kind of churn, that you were always 
getting a new social worker, rather than they were volatile in the sense that 
they always lost their temper for example? 

R: Yeah. 
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Int: So the one that you had the longest, how long did you have him or her for? 

R: Erm, okay maybe about four years yeah. 

Int: Okay. 

R: And before that it was one every seven months or so or... 

(Participant 5) 

While participant 6 answered in this way: 

Int: Was there any interest in university from Social Services or your social 
worker? 

R: Erm, yeah there was, but nothing like really massive about it.  There, there wasn’t 
any like inspiration or anything from them I’d say.  There wasn’t anything really. 

(Participant 6) 

Participant 8 put it like this: 

Int: So you had some support from the teachers, did you have much contact with 
social workers at that point? 

R: Yes. 

Int: Yeah? 

R: Er, well they kept moving me around to different places. 

Int: But it sounds like, I don’t know, it sounds like from what you’re saying [name 
of participant] it was a fairly transactional relationship, they came and did 
things like the accommodation, but nobody [i.e. the social worker] sat down 
and said, “What do you want to do, where do you want to go?  Do you want to 
go to university?”  

R: No, they didn’t really help me with that sort of stuff no, my teachers helped me with 
that. 

(Participant 8) 

Participant 10 commented: 

…. my PA was quite helpful, after my social worker.  Erm, but really it was who yeah, the 

Social Services they weren't very helpful at all actually.  Erm, they, they gave me a bit of a 

tiny nudge I suppose, but there was no advice or anything.  It was [University of X] that really 

guided me through that 

(Participant 10) 

Participant 14 had a similar message: 

Int: What about your social worker, was he or she on the scene? 

R: Er, yeah, she was very much present. 

Int: Did you have any conversations with her about university? 
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R: Er, yeah, I would have done erm, I don’t think it was quite as prominent as with other 
people. 

(Participant 14) 

Participant 15 was more hostile to social workers: 

So when I was taken into care, er, I was five years old, erm, I was, I was told a few years 

later, it was family procedure that Social Services would sort of er, create a summary of the 

er, child that was going into care.  So some form of overview which would give people who 

were looking to foster, or people who were looking to adopt would have some form of like 

erm, er, profile basically of this child.   

Now I was told erm, a-a number of years later, say when I was 15, 16 or so on, that this er, 

profile of me was not particularly very flattering.  Erm, that it essentially summarised me as 

not going to get anywhere in life and will probably find themselves in erm, juvie but the time 

they are 15 or 16.  Now I-I was 15 or 16 at the time when I heard this, and to say I was not 

best impressed is erm, putting it mildly.  And so I used that erm, to motivate me to do better, 

to-to do something with my life…. [    ] 

I did not appreciate being told that I was not going to get anywhere in life, and nobody 

should ever feel that being in care puts them at anywhere near, or anything could be a 

disadvantage 

(Participant 15) 

Participant 17 described her situation: 

Int: You’ve told me a bit sort of factually about a social worker, did you have a 
number of social workers over your four years, or was it fairly constantly with 
one individual? 

R: No, I had around 10 that I can remember at least yeah.  I try, I can’t remember them 
all either, and I haven't met them all. 

Int: So some of them you never actually met? 

R: Yeah. 

Int: They didn’t come and see you? 

R: No. 

Int: I’m shocked, but not surprised. 

R: [Laughs] 

(Participant 17) 

Participant 1 summed up the three recurring issues in the interviews: the rapid turnover of 

allocated social workers, the peripheral role of social worker in participants schooling and 

university aspirations while noting the role of social workers in the accommodation aspects 

of the placement. 

Erm, I had, I’d some not so good social workers, but I had, I had one fantastic social worker I 

suppose who helped me move placements erm, when, when, when, when I disclosed that 
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there was some difficulties going on.  Erm, but I only had her for a little bit, and then I 

suppose I moved to Leaving Care Team.  And erm, I didn’t, I only met my Leaving Care 

worker once. 

Int: While that social worker was important in getting you into the right placement, 
it sounds like all of the social workers were pretty marginal in terms of getting 
you to university, would that be fair [name of participant]? 

R: Yeah, and I also, but I don’t, it’s you know, it’s not their f-fault because obviously 
actually there’s only that I suppose, I was looking at going to university later on in my 
life, so I can’t blame social workers early on in my life for not looking at university.   

(Participant 1) 

In contrast, for three participants their description of social workers was positive, with 

participant 18 putting it like this: 

Int: What were the social workers like? 

R: Erm, they were, they were nice, like they were helpful, like they always asked me like 
if I need extra support, like they can see if they can like get me extra support in my 
studies.  So, so erm, that was really good that they were able to like give me extra 
support to do like the exam period, [inaudible 7:08] period, so it was actually good. 

(Participant 18) 

This rapid turn-over of social worker allocated to specific children and young people is 

reflected in the wider literature. For example, between one in four and one in three of all 

looked after children experience multiple changes in their allocated social worker (Children’s 

Commissioner 2018, p. 11) but here I want to focus on the emerging pattern of the absence 

of social workers, or at best, their peripheral role, in the importance and decision-making 

processes around education. It is worth remembering that the interview participants were not 

disgruntled, disaffected young people, at odds with all adult authority figures. Instead, they 

spoke warmly about PAs, teachers and other professionals. All of the participants were at, or 

had graduated from, university. Many of them were professionals themselves. Their views 

about social workers are perhaps all the more striking in this context.  

The absence of social workers from the educational decision making of these young people 

might be explained by the relationship many social workers have with formal education. 

Social work and social workers have had a changing, and sometimes fraught, relationship 

with universities and academia. Prior to 1991, the social work workforce was comprised of 

both unqualified staff and qualified staff. The latter either had a certificate in social work or a 

CQSW coupled with a Masters degree (Bamford, 2015). This model ran alongside an 

attitude in the profession that qualification as a social worker should emphasise inclusion 

and ‘lived experience’ rather than academic credentials, and that this be implemented, for 

example, through mature students taking Access courses prior to any formal social work 

training (for a contemporary take on this argument see Hanley, 2019). Coupled with this was 

the feeling that academic study was irrelevant to the practice of social work (Higgins et al, 

2016).  

From 1991 a new social work qualification was introduced - the Diploma of Social Work. This 

was surprising since in an age of increasing credentialism (Willis, 2003) the academic 

qualifications required for social work were being levelled down - rather than levelled up to 

degree status. As a result, high status universities who had historically offered the 
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CQSW/Master’s option (The London School of Economics, Oxford University) quickly 

ceased to offer social work as a course (Smith et al, 2014). In practical terms this would 

mean, for example, that many social workers qualifying at the age of 30 in 1995 with a 

Diploma, and who were still in practice in 2020 (and now 55) and might not have personal 

experience of undertaking a degree.  

The entry qualification for professional social work then changed again. From 2003 social 

work became degree-only entry (Bamford, 2015). By 2016, Higgins et al (2016) noted that 

social work was still struggling with the relevance of academic training, however the 

academic profile of social workers was beginning to shift significantly as older workers who 

had qualified via the Diploma retired from the profession and newly qualified social workers 

who had degrees (both Bachelors and Masters in social work) took their place. In 2017 46% 

of social workers in the children’s social work services had a degree and 27% had a Masters 

and the by the following year these rates had increased to 50% and 29% (DfE 2018, DfE 

2019). This raises the intriguing possibility that historically many social workers did not 

engage with the notion of care experienced people undertaking a degree simply because 

many of them did not have a degree themselves. If this is correct, the change in the 

academic profile of the workforce might also suggest that as an increasing number of social 

workers have both graduate and post-graduate degrees the possibilities of conversations 

between social workers and care experienced young people about university might become 

both more likely and more practical.   

Social workers are also responsible for the recruitment, support and on-going accreditation 

of foster carers. As has been shown above foster carers were not routinely identified among 

the list of people who had provided encouragement or specific support to help care 

experienced people secure a place at university. There was the one exception, who is listed 

below, but this was offset by another foster carer who was actively hostile to the young 

person going to university. I now turn to explore the role of foster carers.  

4.11 Did your foster carer go to university / work?  

All foster carers work in the sense that they care for the children and young people who are 

placed with them. However, some foster carers have a ‘day job’ on top of their 

responsibilities as a foster carer and was interested in whether this might influence their 

views on careers and the role of university. I therefore asked whether participants knew of 

the educational qualifications of their foster carers and/or whether their foster carers had a 

day job.  Five participants stated that at least one of their foster carers had been to university 

while others didn’t know. In the case of one participant, one foster carer had a PhD. I was 

interested to hear how this might have translated into specific support: 

Int: Right okay, and what sort of things did he or she say? 

R: Well erm, it’s b- well so I, there’s two foster carers, one is erm, really, really focuses 
on academia, and the other one really focuses on work.  Erm, and knowing that I 
wasn’t really ready for work, kind of lead me towards the other one.  Erm, and she is, 
she’s quite academic herself, so erm, she’s got, got a PhD and all that sort of stuff, 
and really, really interested in learning herself.  So yeah, that kind of helped, and 
almost swayed my dec-decision I suppose. 

(Participant 1) 

Other participants identified foster carers families who were influential: 
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…my foster carer himself, like he didn’t have a professional background, but like, you know, 

he was a foster carer, and he, he was more like business related, he has his own business. 

But erm, his kids er, so one of them was er, I think an engineer, and then the other one was 

a dentist, and the, the other one was an accountant. So you know, I-I was looking up to 

them, and you know, every time I’d come out of my room, I’d see their pictures of them 

graduating, and I was, that was definitely a big motivation for me as well 

(Participant 12)  

While one participant identified a foster carer who was actively hostile to the participant 

going to university:  

R: … I lived with my foster placement for three and a half years, and it was quite a toxic 
placement.  They didn’t like the fact that I applied to [University of] W erm, they also 
with erm, like for example they said that I wasn’t intelligent and like I only erm, 
remembered erm, like news headings and would try and pass it off as that I knew 
what I was talking about, and stuff like that.  They were quite, they you know, they 
weren't, they weren't very encouraging at all no. 

(Participant 17) 

Given the generally low profile of foster carers in providing encouragement and support to 

the participants it is worth looking at what is known about the educational qualifications of 

foster carers.  A study by McDermid et al (2013) drew on four studies of educational 

attainment among foster carers (Collins and Butler 2003, Farmer et al 2004, Sinclair et al 

2004, Brannen et al 2007) and compared them with the national average (BIS, 2012). 

According to McDermid et al while 21% of the general population had no qualifications, the 

figures for foster carers increased to 27% in the Brannen et al study (2007) and 34% in the 

Collins and Butler study (2003). According to the BIS figures while 38% of the population 

had a Level 4, degree or post-graduate qualification, this was 34% for foster carers in the 

Brannen et al study (2007), 13% in the Sinclair et al study (2004), 12% in the Farmer et al 

study (2004) and just 9% in the Collins and Butler research (2003).  

In short, the level of formal academic qualifications of foster carers are significantly below 

the national averages. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that for many foster carers it is 

difficult to promote post GCSE academic attainment simply because they do not have direct 

experience of post 16 education themselves. Indeed, they may view university as a detour 

away from securing ‘a proper job’. In this analysis foster carers join many social workers in 

not promoting the benefits of a university education simply because they have not been to 

university themselves. Indeed, possibly because of their experiences of formal education, 

foster carers might well be actively hostile to academic achievement as was the case of the 

carer of Participant 17. Jackson, as far back as 2013, while not citing specific statistics, 

identified the lack of educational attainment of foster carers as a major barrier to academic 

attainment of care experienced young people. She proposed that a specific cadre of 

‘Education foster carers’ be recruited and high academically achieving children be placed 

there. The carers would be: 

‘recruited, contracted and paid to offer an educationally rich environment, to work closely 

with schools and to steer the child/young person through GCSEs, A-levels and higher 

education’  

(Jackson 2013, p. 172) 

This idea was not taken up either by government or by local authorities. 
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4.12 Current living arrangements and geographical mobility 

Geographical mobility, or a willingness and ability to travel and move to other parts of the 

country are often associated with economic success (Allen 2016, Papoutsaki et al 2020). In 

contrast, an inability and/or unwillingness to move are associated with lack of economic 

success (Goodhart 2017, Papoutsaki et al 2020). Opportunities can be limited and are often 

geographically specific, so in practical terms the ability or willingness to move creates the 

possibility of being able to access these opportunities. There is some evidence that this also 

applies to a willingness to move to a specific university. Donnelly and Gamsu (2018) argued 

that students with less good academic grades were more likely to attend post 1992 

universities and that were close to home.    

As a social worker I had often been struck by the young people who I worked with who 

professed an interest in university but always refused to attend a university open day, 

despite the offer of transport and my offer to attend with them (or if they chose not to be 

accompanied by me, my offer to arrange someone else). Through the interview question 

‘Please describe to me how you chose this university’ all the participants took the opportunity 

to tell me how they had attended not just one but several university open days. Many of 

these visits had involved travelling significant distances (for example, a visit from London to 

a university in the north-west).  

Using the data from the questionnaire (‘City / Town of origin’) and university attended it was 

straightforward to establish that excepting three participants, most of the participants had re-

located significant distances to attend the university of their choice. Their accommodation at 

university reflected this: 6 lived in a shared house with other students, 3 lived in student 

accommodation, 3 didn’t respond, 2 had their own flat (social housing) and 1 had their own 

flat through private renting. One participant (17) combined student accommodation with 

Staying Put – but not with foster carers. Two participants had had accommodation provided 

by the local authority (council / social housing flat) and this had been one factor in them 

choosing to attend a local university.   

Identified in the wider literature around educational under-attainment is the correlation 

between geographical area, academic attainment and attendance at university (Bridge 

Group, 2019). At the most basic level this reflects the availability and accessibility of 

sufficient post 16 educational facilities. Cornwall, for example, is identified as a ‘cold spot’ 

combing both a highly rural area, poor public transport and limited numbers of post 16 

education facilities (Bridge Group 2019, DfE 2017). However, possibly influenced by 

Bourdieu (1986), there is also a strain of thought that identifies areas of higher ‘cultural 

capital’ (that is, the major metropolitan cities) with a higher proportion of people attending 

university (Reform, 2019). Participants were asked to identify the city or region in which they 

had been educated. Two of the participants were previously living in relatively rural areas, 

three in Greater London, two in Greater Manchester, one from Birmingham, three from 

Leicester, three from London commuter towns and one from another community. Among this 

group of participants, a significant number had thus been living in areas of ‘higher cultural 

capital’ prior to their move to university. Alongside the notion of cultural capital, but 

apparently less visible in the literature, is Bourdieu’s concept of ‘field’ (1996) which analyses 

the role of location in physical space in securing educational advantage. I will explore this 

concept and the implications for this research in Chapter 7, here suffice to note that for many 

of the participants the possibilities of the university experience seemed to be as much about 

being physically present in the university setting as about the more abstract notion of 

‘learning’. They attended university open days, they moved across the country to attend the 

university of their choice and while studying they lived with other students.  
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4.13 Conclusions 

The 15 research participants were spread in age between 18 and 30. Between them they 

had studied at 18 universities. 

In contrast to many care experienced people (Children’s Commissioner, 2018) the 

participants had enjoyed a high degree of stability in their schooling. All but three of the 15 

participants had attended the same secondary school until GCSE.  Most of the participants 

identified their school as being ‘good’, and there was a high degree of alignment between 

their perception of the school and Ofsted rankings. Out of 21 educational settings identified 

by participants, 7 were recognised by Ofsted as being ‘outstanding’, 10 as ‘good’ and only 3 

as ‘requiring improvement’.  

Harrison points out (2017) that the most tangible barrier to looked after young people 

attaining a university place is prior educational attainment at GCSE, this impacted on 

qualifications post 16 and in turn the ability to secure the grades required for university. 

These participants were a group of students who worked hard at their studies with a mode of 

3 hours a night for GCSE’s and a mode of 5 hours a night for A Levels. Self-reporting of 

hours of work undertaken can, of course, be incorrect, especially at a point of some distance 

in time, but it was interesting that the hours given by many of the participants were not too 

distant from the hours cited by Sammons et al (2014).  

By the point of undertaking post GCSE academic qualifications many of the participants 

were developing early signs of self-regulation in study using specific facilities. This theme will 

be picked up in Chapter 6.       

There has been some interest in the subject of how geographical place can help, or hinder, 

educational attainment. The underlying concept is that certain geographical locations foster 

academic attainment simply by offering ‘cultural capital’ (Reform, 2019). Large cities provide 

facilities (and opportunities) such as museums, theatre and arts venues that smaller regional 

towns cannot (Bridge Group Research, 2019). It was noticeable that none of the participants 

came from so-called ‘education cold-spots’ (DfE, 2017) and that many of them came from 

localities associated with higher ‘cultural capital’ (large cities) or the London commuter belt. 

Not only was this group atypical of care experienced people generally in that they had 

secured a place at university, but they were in some respects also atypical of care 

experienced people who had secured a place at university.  As has already been shown, 

research by Stevenson et al (2020) found that most care experienced people at university 

were likely not to have A levels, to have got a university place through an access course and 

be at a non-Russell group university. In contrast, of the participants in this research 10 (67%) 

had got a university place through A levels and 4 (27%) were studying at or had graduated 

from a Russell Group university. All of the participants had attended university open days as 

part of choosing a university and a majority had re-located significant distances to attend the 

university of their choice.  

Some of the participants identified school settings where there was an expectation that 

pupils went on to university and staff supported pupils in this. However, a majority of the 

participants readily identified individuals who had encouraged them on their journey to 

university and / or had given practical help. This included one foster carer, teachers, 

individual staff from the Virtual School, a PA and an art therapist. Foster carers were not 

prominent in this group of individuals and social worker were entirely absent and it is 

possible that this might be because these groups had little personal experience of university 

themselves. 
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I have described the profile and circumstances of the participants. In Chapter 3, I discussed 

how speech creates possibilities and possibilities can potentially create realities. This 

chapter has catalogued how both high performing schools and the support and practical 

guidance of individuals helped create the possibility of participants wanting to attend 

university. Participants also created possibility and began to translate it into practical reality, 

for example, they worked hard at their studies both in the run up to GCSEs, and for their A 

levels, giving them the option of securing the grades necessary for university entrance. A 

recurring theme of this research has been the granularity of specifics. The participants 

undertook specific activities: they worked long hours at homework, they visited potential 

universities and they were willing to move significant distances from home. But possibility is 

one thing, what individuals both want, and think they can achieve, is also important and I 

turn to this in the next chapter.      
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Chapter 5: Attitudes, choices and plans 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter 5 describes the attitudes, choices and plans that the participants related to their 

experience of securing a place at university. These are presented as five themes that 

derived from the coding: whether participants saw themselves as the kind of person who 

goes to university, the love of academic subject, how they chose their university, plans after 

graduation and their decision to do the research interview. A significant proportion of 

Chapter 5 is given over to the words and views of the 15 interview participants themselves. 

This is consistent with the original research question of ‘What do care experienced people 

say is important in leading them to successfully take up a place at university?’ 

5.2 Do you see yourself as the kind of person who went to university? 

In Chapter 3 I introduced the idea that individuals can develop a self-narrative that is 

empowering or self -constraining (Abrams 2010, Henderson et al 2007, Silva 2013). The 

construction of this narrative occurs in the context of others. In Chapter 4, I described the 

role of various individuals in encouraging and providing practical help to the participants in 

their journey to securing a university place. But ultimately individuals choose which narrative 

to opt into. I also introduced in Chapter 2 the concept of ‘possible selves’ (Harrison, 2018) 

individuals moving towards a model of the sort of people they would like to be. 12 of the 15 

participants in this research clearly identified themselves as the kind of people who went to 

university. The participants responses to the question ‘Do you see yourself as the kind of 

person who went to university’ follow: 

Erm, yeah, yeah, I erm... It’s hard because I don’t know what that sort of person is, I think 

anyone can go to university erm, there’s courses in anything, and you know, who don’t really 

know, it’s more accessible for people, I think.  Erm, but yeah, I don’t, I like to challenge the 

fact that someone thought that I wasn’t the sort of person.  So yeah, I do, I do think I’m the 

sort of person that can go to university.  (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 1) 

I always knew I wanted to go to university 

(Participant 5) 

Participant 8 was of few words but was clear about her response: 

R: Er, yeah. 

(Participant 8) 

Erm, yeah, I’d say I did, I wanted to go. 

(Participant 9) 

Yeah, I think so, from a young age yeah, I thought I-I always wanted to go.  Because er, 

yeah, I’m quite good academically, that’s my strong suit I suppose. 

(Participant 10) 

I didn’t have any other aims apart from going to university, 

(Participant 12) 
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Erm, like I said again, like you know, it probably seems a lot different for erm, from probably 

what you hear about other children in care, but if I didn’t have my mum there as like a major 

motivation, erm, I probably wouldn’t have gone to university.  But because my mum said, 

“You need to go to school, you need to go and get your GCSEs, you need to get your A-

Levels, you need to get to university,” like she literally like she instilled into me to a point 

where it was just, it was standard, it was default that I had to go to university.  Like for, I think 

for a lot of ethnic kids and like [inaudible 30:37] that have brown parents, like it is sort of 

standard that you go to school, because they didn’t either have it, or it’s like you’re going to 

take advantage of an education system that they weren't, they didn’t have access to.  So I 

do obviously see myself going to university, but maybe when I was young, like maybe when I 

was like actually in the midst of the whole care system, erm, I just never, I don’t think I would 

ever have thought about it, because I didn’t know it was a thing.  (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 13) 

I think it was always something I knew I’d do.   

(Participant 14) 

Participant 15: 

Erm, and they [his school friends] always had it in their minds that they were going to 

university, because that’s what their parents had done.  And so it was just instilled in me that 

that was the thing to do. 

(Participant 15) 

R: Erm, yes erm, I wouldn’t have imagined my life without getting a higher education 

qualification.  Erm, as you can imagine er, a person coming from a very deprived, deprived 

background can achieve that in a war-torn erm, community.  They come here and they see 

the opportunity, so if I couldn’t erm, er, do something about this opportunity, then I would 

have been a really bad erm, so I wanted to do something about the opportunity and the 

resources available.  So er, yeah all in all I think higher education was one of my main goals. 

(Participant 16) 

I don’t really know, it was always, it was always something I wanted to, it was always 

something I wanted to do, ever since I was, ever since I knew about it, I think.   

(Participant 17) 

Erm, yeah, I have erm, I’ve always wanted to go to uni, as from a young age I’ve always said 

I’m going to go to college, after that go to uni, then erm, get a good job and yeah live happy.  

So I’ve always thought about going to uni, so I’ve not really... I’m really happy that I’m at uni 

because it’s a different experience from what other people have said about uni, so I’m happy 

because I’m there and I’m seeing it for myself.   

(Participant 18) 

Two of the participants did not voice this confidence. Participant 4 put it like this: 

R: Erm, I never actually thought I would, erm, until I went to college and realised I 
wanted to.  Well it was when, well actually when I w-when I realised I wanted to be 
an art therapist, is when I realised that I, I would have to go to university.  So I 
realised that around when I was around erm, 17, 18, I guess.  Erm, so... 
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(Participant 4) 

While participant 6 when asked the question, put it like this: 

R: Erm, no not really no. 

Int: When did that change? 

R: Probably when I probably came into my second year of uni, and I was like, “Oh 
actually I am at uni. 

Int: So you were actually there for quite a long while before you thought, “Oh I’m 
the sort of person who goes to university”? 

R: Yeah. 

Int: Did you have a bit of a glass half full, you kind of put in the application and 
thought, “Oh well I won’t get in”? 

R: Yeah, I was yeah, I thought I wasn’t going to get in, so [inaudible 12:40] and then got 
in, and my first year I was like, “Oh I’m here, but just a fresher,” and then thought, 
“Oh will I stay, will I not?” And then obviously stayed.  

(Participant 6) 

The majority of the participants (12 out of 15) saw themselves as the kind of person that 

went to university. While some of them expressed this quite forcefully, and others less so, 

many of them saw it almost as part of their identity (participants 10, 13, 14, 15,16). For two 

of the participants (participants 4 and 6) it was less a question of being the sort of person 

who went to university and more a question of becoming the kind of person who went to 

university through actually securing a university place. There is a rich seam in sociological 

literature that explores how young people develop and derive a narrative of their own future 

life which they then proceed to live. Merton coined a phrase that subsequently entered the 

wider mainstream: ‘the self-fulfilling prophecy’ (1948). The self-fulfilling prophecy constrains, 

or enables, individual’s future prospects in education and career. Jackson and Marsden 

(1966) set out how young people from deprived communities, despite passing the selective 

exam of the time, the 11 plus, write themselves out of a place at grammar school (and 

consequently entry to professional careers), while Willis wrote in 1977: 

‘The difficult thing to explain about how working-class kids get working class jobs is why they 
let themselves’ 

(Willis, 1977 p1) 

The theme was further taken up by Abrams (2010) and see also Henderson et al (2007) who 
explored how self-written narratives trapped young people into limited futures, while Silva 
(2013) explored the phenomenon from a US perspective. In Chapter 3, I set out the case 
that words don’t simply describe a reality they can create it (Austin, 1962) a theme explored 
by Baldwin (Baldwin, 2013). There is more than an echo of all this in Harrison’s work on 
‘possible selves’ (Harrison, 2018). Harrison applies this model to under-represented groups 
accessing higher education. He argues that individuals envisage ‘like-to-be selves’ and ‘like-
to-avoid selves’. Possibilities are suggested by the individuals and the communities that an 
individual interacts with. Clearly possibilities are just that, unless the care experienced 
person, decides to opt into the possibility. Attendance at a good school, with teacher 
expectations of university, is not enough, the care experienced person needs to actively opt 
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into this possibility offered by the school. As was shown in Chapter 4, a majority of 
participants in the research, attended ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ schools but attendance at 
school only created the possibility, these were care experienced people who actively 
adopted the possibility, for example, by undertaking long hours of homework both in the run-
up to GCSEs and A levels.  

For Harrison, possible selves are both constrained and made possible by reality. Crucially 
possible selves set out a path of action whereby the individual creates the reality of ‘the like-
to-be self’. Harrison is at pains to point out that the model of possible selves differs from 
mere ‘aspiration’, arguing that unlike aspiration, possible selves embody an element of 
expectation rather than a simple wish, possibilities are ‘worked up’ into short term goals and 
long-term strategies, that there is motivation to overcome difficult tasks and finally a key 
motivational element is rejecting the ‘like-to-avoid self’. 

Among the participants there was a clear narrative that they were ‘the kind of person who 
went to university’. Chapter 4 demonstrated how the majority of participants had been 
fortunate to attend ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ schools and built on these foundations with long 
hours of study. This was not a vague ‘aspiration’ it was anchored in creating concrete 
specifics of achieving a narrative they had written. I want to turn now to how the participants 
translated these narratives into short term goals and long-term aspirations when it came to 
their choice of university.     

5.3 Love of subject  

There are perhaps many possible reasons that people might chose to go to university. One 

might be love of subject. In Chapter 3, I introduced the concept of implicit knowledge and 

explicit knowledge (Polanyi 1966, Takeuchi and Nonaka 2002). In the literature review, and 

in wider reading, I have not come across an explicit acknowledgment that if one is to study a 

subject for three years at university, it is probably helpful to have some interest in that 

subject. If there is a real interest in the subject, this interest can potentially sustain an 

individual through more difficult parts of the course or the harder elements of academic 

study. In those circles where attending university is the norm (Crawford et al 2017, Bukodi 

and Goldthorpe 2019) the implicit message seems to be that it makes sense to study a 

subject at university that the prospective student is interested in.     

Twelve of the 15 interview participants demonstrated a real passion for their chosen degree 

subject. This was evidenced by their stated early interest in their subject of choice, the fact 

that many of them had participated in activities relating to their subject that were not part of 

the school or university curriculum, their stated on-going enjoyment of their studies (and 

associated language) and the tone of voice in which they described their subject of choice: 

I-I wanted to be a social worker, but I love art so much, like I’m a very creative person, and I 

thought how can I like put two and two together?  So I you know, I thought there’s a thing 

called art therapy, so I-I actually want to be an art therapist. (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 4) 

Later on, in the same interview: 

Int:  How are you finding the course? 

Res: Er, yeah, I love it, it’s such, it’s such a erm, it’s a great course (Researchers 

underlining) 

(Participant 4) 
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Other participants shared a similar commitment to their chosen subject. 

I always knew that I wanted to do something around travelling and interviewing people and 

understanding like different sides.  Because like I’ve always been actually kind of attracted to 

you know that idea in life.  When I learned about social anthropology which was in Year 12, 

erm, yeah, I’d not heard it, I loved it, it was like yeah this is what I want to, social 

anthropology yeah. (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 5) 

I’ve always been quite interested in sport erm, and then especially while I was at school I 

thought like, oh I could be a PE teacher, I’ve always been interested in that. Erm, I wanted to 

work with children, so yeah, so the degree actually made sense to be, to become a PE 

teacher. (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 6)  

Erm, I really can’t remember, but I know that I was, I liked it a lot erm, and originally, I 

wanted to do computer science, because I could programme a bit as well.  Erm, so I chose 

physics as one of my A-Levels erm, and I planned starting A-Levels physics, I realised I just, 

I really loved it and I was really passionate about it.  (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 10) 

Here is participant 10 later in the same interview: 

I really love s- academic challenges and I really love – my favourite thing to do would be 

maths and I’d love to race my classmates and finish first.  I love doing exams, because I love 

being quicker than everybody else and things like that yeah 

(Participant 10) 

Participant 12, an architecture student, described on a number of occasions through the 

interview his love for his subject from an early age: 

I wanted to like, as a kid I wanted to rebuild these houses… 

and 

Int: ‘…did you go and look at famous buildings or buildings that had won prizes? 

R: Er, y-yeah, e-every time I got the chance I would – I mean had my own opinion on 

things like what are the things that were not being done, I would look at them, I was curious.  

and  

…if I got excited about a building or anything, I’d normally, I’d do research on it to see what 

the fuss is about.  Erm, but and er, at one point I did er, go to a couple of er, erm, i-it wasn’t 

a festival, it was like erm, a home design er, event buying er, by giving a plug to Grand 

Designs in Birmingham.  So erm, I-I want, I did do these extracurricular things, so like 

signing up for magazines…(Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 12)  

Participant 13 spoke of her early interest in law: 
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….so basically in school I’ve always been told I’m pretty good at debating, public speaking, 

and that I’m quite opinionated.  So when I came to like Year 9, Year 10 to figure out what 

career path I wanted to do, erm, I obviously found like you know law and becoming a lawyer. 

So I looked a bit more into it and I thought I could possibly be a barrister because they’re all 

about advocacy and legal representation.   

(Participant 13)  

Participant 14 had an interest in design and sculpture: 

I’d always known I wanted to do something in design, and erm, through kind of careers days 

at my college and the careers officer we kind of like sat together looking through kind of 

different prospectuses of different universities.  And the, the one central kind of, it kind of 

grabbed me I guess, it was exactly what I wanted to do, and I kind of knew that that was the 

right thing.  (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 14) 

While Participant 15 spoke of his long interest in a highly specialised branch of physics (and 

now with a PhD in the subject). 

And in short, well I enjoyed space, and I was good at physics, so let’s do space physics. 

(Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 15) 

Participant 16 spoke of their fascination with engineering (and now working in aeronautical 

engineering): 

I have this curious habit of you know, investigating and looking into machinery and you 

know, questioning, you know, question whatever is coming to my mind how does it work and 

what they were made of.  And er, er, so I have this er, sort of curiosity really which erm, 

helped me to investigate and research deeper, and erm, and then er, erm, obviously when 

the erm, opportunity came up, I thought, “Well here it is, and now I can be one of them 

myself who can mend the machines and fly,” … 

(Participant 16) 

Participant 17 had a long-standing interest in psychology: 

I was, you know I was set on psych- doing psychology, but ever since Year 10 when I 

started studying it, and I wanted to be a cognitive neuroscientist working with erm, stroke 

recovery patients, that was kind of like my dream.  (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 17) 

Participant 18 combined an interest in numbers with business: 

I’ve always loved numbers, and I’ve always loved maths, so that was like the only course I 

really liked and enjoyed doing.  So I did, I love like, because when I was in college, I did like 

a crash course and I really, really enjoy it.  So I-I was trying to find erm, a course that was to 

do with numbers and to do with business, because like one day I want to have my own 

business.  So that’s when I came across that course and I said, “That is probably the course 

I really want to do.”  (Researchers underlining) 

(Participant 18) 
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While for another participant it was computer science: 

And I did quite well on the er, computer science, science subject.  I think I got a distinction, 

so, and I was encouraged you know to er, to pursue that line.   

So when I went to university, where I went to university and I had, I had a look at [inaudible 

3:12] what subjects are they offering erm, in regard to if I wanted to change from erm, 

accounting to any other subject, to computing.  And then, and they said that they were 

offering me another bachelor’s degree, which is what [inaudible 3:29].  And when I meet that 

requirement erm, I put that requirement, and therefore I [inaudible 3:36] from accounting to 

computer science. 

(Participant 19) 

Two interview participants, while demonstrably less enthusiastic for their subject, 

nevertheless clearly had some interest. For example, Participant 9 was less forthcoming 

about the reasons for her choice of subject but noted: 

Like for example we had someone from [the University of] W who was doing modern 

languages, and like yeah, I found her interesting because I wanted to do languages as well. 

(Participant 9) 

While Participant 8, a PhD student (and holder of prestigious physics research scholarship), 

put it like this: 

Erm, I did maths and physics at erm, in er, degree and in my A-Levels, so I just continued 

doing that… 

(Participant 8) 

Only one candidate out of the fifteen, whose first degree was in law, reflected that he had 

chosen the wrong degree (but that had not stopped him from completing it): 

 ….it seemed a cool degree to do in all honesty, it seemed er, it felt like oh you know, I could 

go on and be a solicitor, but which actually turned out to be rather difficult to do afterwards, 

actually after my erm, my first er, sort of term, I wouldn’t even say that in my first week, I 

realised I’d made a mistake there, and probably should have put more thought into it. 

(Participant 1) 

Participant 14 made an important observation related to the practical importance of love of 

subject, which will be returned to subsequently: 

I’d say just find something that you really enjoy doing, because it’s easier to push, push 

yourself to do something you’re really excited about than something that someone else 

wants you to do. 

(Participant 14) 

As far as I could establish, the primacy given by these interview participants in describing 
their love of their academic subject, and the role it plays in putting them on a trajectory to 
university, is entirely missing from the existing literature on care experienced people, 
education and university. It is worth noting again that this love of subject was not a vague 
aspiration it was something that had been translated into long hours of homework, visits to 
university open days and a willingness to move location to study the subject.  
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Consistent with the argument made from the outset, existing research focuses on the 
barriers to care experienced young people securing a place at university rather than how 
individuals might have transcended these barriers. This is not to deny the very real barriers 
that do exist, and documented in such research, but rather it describes only one part of the 
picture.  For example, Harrison identifies educational under-attainment at GCSE as a prime 
barrier to securing a place at university (Harrison, 2017) which immediately provokes the 
question how might under-attainment at 16 be overcome? Perhaps one possible answer is 
love of subject.  

There is a risk that research can too easily follow the beaten path, which while important can 
miss important insights. An example might be the work of Saunders et al (2020) in their text 
‘What Works in Education for Children who have had Social Workers’. Once educational 
under-attainment is identified it can make sense to look at specific interventions to raise 
educational attainment. Saunders et al thus assess a range of projects including ‘Embedding 
formative assessment’, ‘Catch-up Literacy’ and ‘Switch on Reading’. However, there is no 
apparent recognition of perhaps the most crucial factor - why children who are looked after 
might choose to engage with these specific interventions in the first place. Again, perhaps 
one possible answer is love of subject. 

In the relevant literature emphasis is either put on the importance of emotional relationships 
(Hiles et al 2013, Adley and Kina 2017, Atkinson and Hyde 2019), or resilience (Gilligan 
2004, Stein 2005, Stein 2006, Stein 2008, Stein 2013) with resilience and education being 
addressed by Driscoll (Driscoll, 2011). But a key challenge is if a care experienced person 
has suffered in their formative years from the barrier of poor or non-existent emotional 
relationships, how can this barrier be overcome? Similarly, if the barrier identified is lack of 
resilience how can this quality be inculcated? Indeed, Benzies and Mychasiuk (2009) point 
out the development of resilience is rooted in the experiences of family and community that 
develop and foster resiliency, and this underscores the point that many care experienced 
people have had lives which have originated in circumstances of significant trauma, neglect 
and abuse. 

The wider literature on under-represented groups attending university, which includes care 
experienced people, tends to focus on the benefits post university. For example, literature 
focuses on potential future employment prospects (BIS, 2014), or earnings (Belfield et al 
2018, Britton et al 2016, Britton et al 2016, Britton et al 2020, Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2019). 
Future employment prospects are important, and if one has a real interest in law, like 
Participant 13, and can then jump the required hoops of qualification and legal training, it 
makes sense to become a lawyer. But undiscussed in this literature is that while a career in 
law might well deliver financial benefits, if one is not actually interested in law, does it make 
any sense to become a lawyer? Perhaps love of subject is a guide to both choice of degree 
and any subsequent profession. I now turn to how participants chose a university, and a 
course based on their love of subject, before describing their career plans. 

5.4 Choosing a university 

Choosing the right university and the right course is an essential component of securing a 

place at university. However, choosing a degree course and a university is complex. Indeed, 

Major and Machin state that: 

‘For first generation students without the tacit knowledge of the middle classes, choosing the 

right degree has become one of life’s most important investment decisions – at a time when 

the market is increasingly complex and confusing’ 
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(Major and Machin, 2018 p106) 

Twelve of the 15 interview participants demonstrated how they used their commitment to 

their subject as a key criterion to select their university. As will be shown, this was not the 

sole criteria that affected choice, but it was the major one. This process of choice sometimes 

involved often complex negotiations and trade-offs. But first the more straightforward choices 

will be described: 

…well I chose [X University] because they actually do the art therapy master’s degree there.  

Erm, which is, which is why that was my first choice, and I see, when I had my open day 

there, I loved it.  And when I had my interview I-I loved it as well, and you know, I get my 

own studio space, and it’s, it’s a really great uni erm, to be at, I think.   

(Participant 4) 

Erm, so I went to before like application day when the unis were doing the open days, I went 

to a social anthropology day in [X University].  And obviously there were stands at different 

universities and you know the different universities were telling me the same old things like, 

“Yeah we do this, and we do that, and you can do this, you can do that.” But when I spoke to 

a third-year lecturer at [X University], he had a really, we had like a really deep talk about the 

subject and I don’t know, I felt really engaged with him.  So that was, that was my main 

reason for picking [X University], because I was actually, it was actually my [inaudible 3:55] 

my primary choice was actually [Y University], but unfortunately, I couldn’t, I couldn’t get in, 

so yeah. 

(Participant 5) 

Participant 10 balanced caring for her mother with her choice of university: 

Erm, well my mum erm, it’s a long story, but erm, basically as I was coming out of foster 

care, I used to take my mum on day trips to [name of city] erm, and she was in a neglected 

situation herself.  She had siblings that neglected her, erm, and it was quite abusive.  So er, 

when I started caring for her, she told me that she wanted to move to [name of city] erm, and 

nobody actually supported me with that, everybody thought I was crazy and this and that.  

But erm, I-I eventually I moved to [name of city] erm, and since then I wanted to go to[ X 

University] so I could still be with her in that area.   

(Participant 10) 

And later, in the same interview: 

Int: But it’s also the case that [X University] is a good place to do physics as well? 

R: Oh absolutely yeah, absolutely.  Yeah, I don’t think I would have considered the other 
universities in [name of city], I really wanted, I really wanted the University of X.   

(Participant 10) 

For participant 13, while her choice of subject and university was important diversity was 

also important: 

Because obviously I was coming to the University of X quite a few days erm, you know, in 

the space of a couple of months, erm, and like even just you know, familiarising myself with 

the university, making myself feel comfortable like in this environment.  Because I was just 

thinking like could I see myself studying here?  And eventually I did, because you know, 

coming here so often, seeing the types of people here, like it’s really diverse.  And like just 
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feeling comfortable in an environment where I feel like I can study and get a first degree.  Er, 

so like obviously there’s different factors that come into play, but that is one of them I 

guess... (researchers underlining) 

(Participant 13) 

Sometimes the first choice, or choices of university, weren’t possible. 

Erm, so I applied to er, a couple of universities erm, one of them was er, it was W University 

er, X University and Y University.  So er, X University got rejected, they rejected me erm, I 

don’t know why they didn’t give a reason.  Erm, W offered me an interview, I went to the 

interview, but somehow erm, I failed the interview, so I didn’t get er, a placement.  And then 

the third one was Z University and they said, “Okay we’ll have to take you.” It was like based 

on just because they... I knew, I did know someone that went to Z University erm, even 

though they said Z was not a great university erm, but I was following the league table, I 

thought, “Okay it’s better than my bachelor’s university.” So er, then th-th-the other reason 

was erm, er, I found out this later, was my friends was going, actually a couple of my friends 

from my bachelor’s university was coming to my erm, Z University.  So erm, unintentionally 

we didn’t know they were coming, we realised like at one of the open days yeah. 

(Participant 12) 

Participant 14 described her process of choosing: 

R: Erm, well I’d been to three, I think it was, open days at different universities that I kind 
of liked the look of on paper.  But then [X University] was the only one that really kind 
of sparked something in me, I guess.  Like it kind of made me want to, want to go, 
and want to, to perform well, I guess.   

Int: Tell me a bit about that spark, what did you think on the open day, “Oh yes this 
is great, this is for me,” sort of thing? 

R: Er, yeah, I guess it’s just the way I felt kind of at home, and it was through kind of 
school it’s, it was kind of hard to almost fit in, I guess. [X University] would be, it was 
just somewhere that I knew I would kind of be accepted and be, be able to be myself 
in the environment.   

(Participant 14) 

Participant 15 described the process of ‘whittling down’ a number of offers from different 

universities: 

So very, very familiar with the place erm, and so that was, that was definitely a pro.  But I 

was choosing between [X University] and [Y University] at the time erm because I had offers 

from both.   

(Participant 15) 

The process of ‘whittling down’ was described by other participants too: 

So I was applying, so I applied there, and I applied to [X University] and [Y University] 

London, and then [Z University].  And I kind of applied to [W University] just on a bit of a 

whim, because it was, they had the course they’d... I didn’t want to do straight psychology 

and the course they did was psychology, was it, behavioural, clinical, and behavioural – or 

was it psychology erm, something and cognitive neuroscience or something like that.  So the 

course looked really interesting because that’s how [inaudible 9:05] down, and then erm, and 
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then when I got rejected from W ...  So I had an interview at W, but I didn’t get offered a 

place.   

(Participant 17) 

[X University] was as erm, like normally my, my top choice, because erm, erm, w-when I 

went to like the open day, so I-I had a look at it and it’s so like, it’s like a nice area to live in, 

like there’s like, it’s like it’s not that far from the shopping centre and like there were really, 

really nice staff members in there as well.  So that is the main reason why I pick it, and also 

there’s only one part to my course, it’s a joint degree with business.  So it’s a unique it’s 

normally accountancy and finance, but not with business erm, as a joint. 

(Participant 18) 

I got the support from [name of individual] from er, erm, the Virtual School.  So er, I got erm, 

a partnership from her, because I didn’t know anything about er, where to go, which 

university.  So we went together, and I liked some of the erm, the university what they were 

offering, so it was just such an opportunity to, you know, to erm...  So I accepted it obviously, 

I got given a place. 

(Participant 19) 

Other factors influenced their choice of university, for example, geographical proximity to 

existing accommodation (Participant 4 and 6):  

Int: And [University X] was near your flat was it? 

R: Erm, that’s right yes, I’m living in there and [University X] was [overtalking] 
convenient for me. 

(Participant 6) 

Or proximity to family, as has been shown with participant 10. Sometimes these factors 

combined:  

So I chose University because it was close to home yeah. 

(Participant 6) 

And later in the same interview: 

R: Erm, kind of about the atmosphere of the uni and the size of it as well, that was quite 

a daunting thing.  Erm, like the closeness of it, plus like the general feel was 

[inaudible 11:15]. 

Int: My memory is, is that [University of X] and [University of Y] are both massive, 
and [University of Z] fairly small, is that right? 

R: Yes, yeah. 

(Participant 6) 

For participants 1, 8 and 9 the predominant consideration was location: 

Erm, I because it was kind of a last minute decision to go to university, it was one of the we 
couldn’t really th- due to the open days and all that sort of stuff, it was one of the ones that I 
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went to visit, and I quite liked the City of XXXXXX, it’s quite nice.  Erm, and I suppose 
compared to some of the other ones that I looked at, it was yeah, that’s what cemented it.   

I don’t know if it was the right choice for me, I might have enjoyed a degree potentially 

elsewhere, either or.  But out of what I picked, saw, that was, that was the best.   

(Participant 1) 

Erm, I went to an open day and er, it seemed nice. 

(Participant 8) 

Int: Why did you choose the [University of X]? 

R: Erm, I wanted to move out from home, and I liked the [name of city] [inaudible 2:40].  
And the course is really good here. 

Int: Did you look at a number of universities [name of participant]? 

R: Erm, yeah, I looked at others, like [Y University] and some in erm, some in [name of 
city], such as [University of Z].   

(Participant 9) 

Noticeably, again, all of the participants attended open days to help inform their choices. 

Three of the participants described (without me asking or prompting) using their choice of 

course to then secure concessions from the university either in terms of reduced grade 

offers or converting a conditional offer into an unconditional offer: 

Participant 13 had attended two summer schools run by the Sutton Trust (a Social Mobility 

Charity). More will be said about summer schools / placements and internships in Chapter 6. 

At this point I want to focus on participants ability to secure concessions in their admission 

offers: 

 …it was basically like a two year programme whilst you’re in Year 12 and Year 13, and in 

that you basically get work experience, you get networking opportunities, you get skills 

workshops, you get help with your personal statement.  And if you graduate at the end of the 

programme, you do get a reduced offer from the University of X… 

… they affiliate with different universities that obviously want to do, providing an access erm, 

op-opportunities. So they had [X University] and [Y University], and [Z University]. They had 

[University A], they had [University B], and it’s like you, if you do like er, graduate from the 

programme, you actually will get erm, a lower offer.  But I didn’t necessarily like just go to [X 

University] just because of that, like despite the sort of like lower grade bound…(researchers 

underlining) 

(Participant 13)  

Participant 15 described his visit to an open day at a university he subsequently went on to 

attend: 

….when I went there for a visiting day and I said, “Right okay, so I really do like it here so far, 

erm, what would I have to do for you to upgrade my conditional offer to an unconditional 

offer?” And the guy er, turned around and said, “I like the way you are upfront about that 

erm, I’ll upgrade you to an unconditional now.” And so er, that pretty much sold it for me. 
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(Participant 15) 

Participant 17 described the following situation: 

And I thought at the time you know, actually I do need a campus based uni erm, and then 

they offered me, they said if I made them my firm choice that my, they’d make my offer 

unconditional.  So no matter what I got in my A-Levels they would take me.  Erm, and it was 

kind of that that made me put it down, because I was like it took so much pressure off.  

Because with [University of X], they said that they would reduce the grade boundaries to A, 

A, B erm, and [University of Y] still wanted A*, A, A, A and [University of Z] wanted straight 

As.  And at the time like I was going through a lot, so I wasn’t sure how I was going to get, 

do.  So I took the unconditional and that’s how I ended up at [University of A]. 

This process of negotiating wasn’t always a one-way process, with participants securing 

better deals with universities. Participant 5 described: 

But when I spoke to a third-year lecturer at [University of X], he had a really, we had like a 

really deep talk about the subject and I don’t know, I felt really engaged with him. So that 

was, that was my main reason for picking [University of X], because I was actually, it was 

actually my [inaudible 3:55] my primary choice was actually [University of Y]  

(Participant 5) 

Participants used their subject as the key criterion to choose their university. It was not the 

only criterion, some participants also used criteria of geography, proximity to family and 

diversity. But in line with Harrison’s account of possible selves (Harrison, 2018) the 

participants set themselves strategic goals (identifying themselves as ‘the sort of person who 

goes to university’), intermediate goals (the desire to study a subject they were passionate 

about) and then used these criteria, alongside other supplementary criteria, to secure the 

optimal university place for them. These were a group of individuals who made ‘trade-offs’ 

(Economist, 1998). This model acknowledges that any goal consists of a series of sub-goals. 

For example, I may wish for a new and desirable job, but both wish to earn my current salary 

and not commute too far a distance. Since it is difficult, or near impossible, to reach 

perfection in any desired goal, individuals enter a process in which one sub-goal is ‘traded’ 

for another in a series of incremental steps towards an ultimate goal. I may secure the job, 

but may have to compromise on salary, or may secure the job but need to travel.   

Engaging in ‘trade-offs’ involves calculations of probability, for example, it might be better to 

accept an objective that is less preferred but that is guaranteed, than an objective that is 

more preferred but less certain. For example, the model when applied to choosing a 

university, involved participant 17 accepting a guaranteed place at a university in exchange 

for not going to their first choice of university. Participant 17 chose this certainty against the 

uncertainty of a potentially better university but with no guarantee of getting the required 

grades for that place. This participant displayed an ability to manage risk (Beck, 1992) a 

model that Harrison explores in his model of ‘students-as-insurers’ (Harrison, 2017). In an 

uncertain world, these were potential students who hedged their bets between the offers of 

different universities, but long-term maximised their choice of career options by taking and 

completing a degree. While participant 17 displayed risk management most strongly it was 

present with other participants too: thus participant 15 persuaded his university of choice to 

convert his conditional offer of a university place (risky) to an unconditional offer (less risky). 
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5.5 Participants’ plans following graduation 

There is often a significant gap between young people’s career aspirations and reality (Brook 

2014, St Clair et al 2013, Yates et al 2011) I was interested in whether, and to what extent, 

the longer-term plans of the participants shaped their commitment to university. For 9 of the 

participants their commitment to their subject translated across into their plans and choice of 

career after graduation. Participant 4 was studying Art Therapy and planned to be an Art 

Therapist. Participant 6 had studied Sports Science and was now a PE teacher.  Participant 

8 enjoyed physics and was currently undertaking a physics PhD, participant 10 wanted to do 

research in her chosen subject,  participant 12 was undertaking a degree in architecture and 

planned to be an architect, participant 13 was undertaking a degree in law and planned to be 

a barrister, participant 14 was undertaking a degree in theatre and planned to work in the 

theatre, participant 15 had completed a PhD in [redacted] physics and now had a research 

role in that area, while participant 16 had undertaken a degree in engineering and was now 

working in aeronautical engineering. For them, their love of subject both qualified them for, 

and translated into, a career choice.  

For those who were still at university and had yet to secure a job, their ambition was not 

simply a ‘vague hope’. In parallel to the academic curriculum, they were actively working to 

gain experience and contacts. For example, participant 4 had logged 700 hours of voluntary 

work (with another 300 to go) to demonstrate the necessary experience for her art therapy 

accreditation.  

There were 5 exceptions from this straight ‘read across’ from ‘degree of choice’ to plans and 

activities after graduation. Participant 1 had completed two degrees and was now on a post-

graduate social work course. Participant 19 was training as a mental health nurse. Another 

three of the participants were less sure about what they wanted to do. 

In contrast to the ONS survey (ONS, 2018 (a)) that found there was a significant gap 

between ambition and career reality for many young people, especially for those from the 

poorest communities (Yates et al, 2011) there was a remarkably good alignment between 

ambition and reality among the research participants. Three already had a job in their 

chosen field (PE teacher, physics researcher and aeronautical engineer). Three had 

completed their undergraduate degrees and were on post-graduate professional qualifying 

courses (social work, mental health nursing and architecture). Another four knew what they 

wanted to do and were well on the way towards that goal (art therapist, physicist, lawyer, 

theatre).   

5.6 Why do the interview? 

This question occurred as a natural conclusion to the interview and after a review it was 

decided to formally include it. It gives considerable insight into the general motivations of the 

participants. Seven of the participants saw the research as a way of helping other people 

who were, or had been, looked after and a way of improving the situation. In other words, 

‘learning to succeed through university’ was not something to be reserved for themselves, it 

was something to be shared.  

I just remember thinking like okay this person will need help getting proper answers for his 

research, I could kind of understand that.  Yeah, I-I understand why you needed so and so, 

and I thought why not? 

(Participant 5) 
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I like research on this, I like I-I think that the fostering system is terrible right now, and I it to 

improve.  And i-it needs to start somewhere. 

(Participant 10) 

Participant 13 made a similar point in a much fuller way. Here is just part of her response:   

I read a Barnardo’s report erm, which basically works with children in care, and they said 

that in 2017 when I actually read the report, erm, or 16 sorry, only 6% of care leavers went to 

university.  And after reading that, it sort of made me just sit down, take it in for a minute, 

and realise that I am not going to be another statistic, like I’m not going to allow myself to 

just be erm, like just a nobody.  Like I know that statistic is too low, and it’s, it’s sort of really 

saddening for me.  Because I really was getting, I was thinking that I’m really proud of 

myself, I’ve applied to university, you know, this is great for me.  And when I saw that, I was 

like, “Wow.”  

Like my experience is so, you know extraordinary, it’s unusual.  So I was like, “I need to 

increase that, I need to increase that statistic.” So you know, that was another major push for 

me to apply to university, because I saw how low it was erm, and I realised that a lot of kids 

in care, they just don’t have the resources to apply to university.  And I obviously have, so if I 

can like tell other kids that you know, this is how it could be for you, or my experience, and 

maybe it could relate to a few others, then that’s what I’d want them to hear. 

(Participant 13) 

Here is participant 14: 

Erm, I guess to kind of give other people an insight on how to get up to university if, if you 

want to, and to... I don’t know, the statistic of people not going from backgrounds like this are 

lower than kind of, lower than others.  I’m not sure. 

(Participant 14) 

I think there are some young people around, they would want to hear and they would want to 

erm, go, go and benefit from the higher education and think the opportunity, the resources 

there for them to use and erm, erm, get themselves erm, in a position where they can enjoy 

and enhance their lives.  Erm, and for me it you know, to contribute just a little, I think that, 

that would er, be great, and, and hopefully, hopefully it is erm, erm, something that would 

help others make a great decision, erm, getting into higher education and work hard and er, 

not to give up.   

(Participant 16) 

Here are participants 17 and 18: 

I think a lot of care children are kind of, I know I was, all-consumed by that label of being a 

foster child and kind of what you’ve been through erm, and more to like build that sense of 

identity erm. So and then with regards to erm, the system itself, I think there should be like a 

legitimate platform where like erm, care leavers and foster care kids and stuff can go to have 

their voices heard.   

(Participant 17) 

Erm, I just wanted to share my experience and just let everyone know about uni, it’s not as 

bad as it may seem.  Yes is it difficult, yes, it’s hard work, yes most of the time you’re doing 

your work independently, and yes, you’re going to make a mistake, because that’s where, 
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that’s how you learn.  So erm, also it’s good to like ask for like support and for most of the 

time you get, most of the time [inaudible 17:24] the grade.  So i-it’s a good experience I’ve 

had so far. 

(Participant 18) 

Two of the participants wanted to challenge the stigma and stereotypes about care 

experienced people and education. Here is participant 1: 

… it’s always about for me er, challenging stigma and stereotypes that are forced upon er, 

the care leaver population.   

Erm, and from a – I don’t know where I picked it up, but from a young age I always was told 

that, and I don’t know who told me, or who even suggested it, or if it was just implied that 

children in care aren't going to achieve.  And it’s al- it’s always been compared to the pop-

population of peers that haven't been, experienced care.  Er, and er, for me even that is 

quite difficult, you know we’re being, you know we’re being erm, put up against each other.  

Erm, when actually we’re all human at the end of the day, so for me it’s just about 

challenging that and showing that actually just because you’ve been in care, it’s erm, you 

can achieve and you know, I really want to push forward to that 

(Participant 1) 

Participant 15 expressed it more forcefully:  

So when I was taken into care, er, I was five years old, erm, I was, I was told a few years 

later, it was family procedure that Social Services would sort of er, create a summary of the 

er, child that was going into care. So some form of overview which would give people who 

were looking to foster, or people who were looking to adopt would have some form of like 

erm, er, profile basically of this child.   

Now I was told erm, a-a number of years later, say when I was 15, 16 or so on, that this er, 

profile of me was not particularly very flattering.  Erm, that it essentially summarised me as 

not going to get anywhere in life and will probably find themselves in erm, juvie but the time 

they are 15 or 16.  Now I-I was 15 or 16 at the time when I heard this, and to say I was not 

best impressed is erm, putting it mildly.  And so I used that erm, to motivate me to do better, 

to-to do something with my life. 

(Participant 15) 

These were not a group of people who were successful because they were ‘out for 

themselves’. Rather they saw themselves as part of a wider community of care experienced 

people and wanted to share their knowledge and experience for the benefit of the wider 

group. 

5.7 Conclusions 

As was shown in Chapter 4, participants worked with a range of individuals some of whom 

were professionals, some of whom contemporaries, to explore and then implement possible 

selves. Chapter 5 demonstrates that participants create ‘the self-fulfilling prophecy’ that they 

were ‘the kind of person who went to university’. They then used their love of subject as a 

compass to navigate through the complex environment of multiple universities and courses. 

Some of the participants also took into account other factors (geography, family). 

Participants used practical techniques (attending open days) to inform their choice of 

choosing and securing their optimal university place adopting trade-offs where necessary. 
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For many participants their choice of career was both enabled and grew out of their love of 

subject: 

I’d say just find something that you really enjoy doing, because it’s easier to push, push 

yourself to do something you’re really excited about than something that someone else 

wants you to do. 

(Participant 14) 

They saw their journey to and through university as something to be shared to help others 

who might be care experienced.  

In Chapters 4 and 5 I have described how participants actively opted into their ‘possible 

selves’: at school they undertook long hours of homework, they visited multiple university 

open days, they moved across the country to attend a course and university of their choice. 

In Chapter 6 I will explore other relevant behaviours and activities that the participants 

described that helped them secure a place at university.   
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Chapter 6: Behaviours and activities  

6.1 Introduction 

The objective of the research question was to identify the circumstances, attitudes, 

behaviours and activities that care experienced people identified as important in securing a 

place at university. Chapter 4 looked at the circumstances and behaviours of the participants 

in relation to school attended, homework and the role of other individuals in helping to shape 

this identity and their willingness to travel to university. Chapter 5 explored the participants 

views about themselves as to whether they saw themselves as ‘the kind of person who went 

to university’, their love of subject, the process of choosing a course and university, plans 

after graduation and why they wanted to do the research interview. 

In this chapter I will explore further their behaviours and activities in relation to securing a 

place at university. Again, in line with the research question I will give prominence to direct 

quotes from the participants. This chapter describes participants involvement in extra-

curricular activity, the role of careers advice, the contribution of internships and summer 

schools and the process of ‘learning how to learn’ or metacognition. As shall be shown these 

activities and behaviours straddled participants periods at school and their time at university. 

This reflects that these behaviours and activities were not simply instrumentalist, sequential 

steps undertaken at school and then discarded when participants secured a place at 

university but were an ongoing approach to how participants sought to establish themselves 

at university and beyond. Two of these themes (extra-curricular activity and careers advice) 

arose directly from the themes arising from the interviews. Two of the themes that arose 

from the coding (internships/summer schools and metacognition) were a surprise since they 

did not occur in the literature review. In Chapter 3, it was identified one of the possible 

advantages of attentive listening and a genuine dialogue with service users was that they 

might identify wholly new and unexpected material for consideration. As was pointed out in 

that chapter, it is difficult for the researcher to draw up a list of things that would never occur 

to him.   

6.2 Extra-curricular activities 

There is a link between participation in extra-curricular activity and continued participation in 

formal education generally (Covay and Carbonaro, 2010 Tanner et al 2016) and this is true 

of care experienced people too (Gilligan 2013, Hollingworth 2011). In terms of securing a 

place at university, extra-curricular activity demonstrates a real interest and commitment to 

the subject and therefore increases the likelihood of the applicant securing a place especially 

in more competitive universities (Shuker, 2010). Extra-curricular activities can be structured 

and accredited (for example, The Duke of Edinburgh Award, competitive sports) or they can 

consist of more informal activities. For example, participant 12, now a post-graduate 

architecture student, described some of his activities while at school: 

Int: Did you as a budding architect, did you go and look at famous buildings or 
buildings that had won prizes? 

R: Er, y-yeah, e-every time I got the chance I would – I mean had my own opinion on 
things like what are the things that were not being done, I would look at them, I was 
curious.   

(Participant 12) 

10 of the 15 participants had enjoyed a range of rich extra-curricular activities while at 

school, another four had not undertaken extracurricular activities. Here is participant 5: 
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R: Erm, yeah what was I doing?  So I did the Duke of Edinburgh bronze.  Erm, I didn’t 
play foot- actually no I did play football in Year 10 for a football team outside of the 
school.  Erm, our team came second in the, in the league and then we folded the 
team, I don’t know, we just folded.  Erm... 

Int: So you were good yeah okay. 

R: Yeah erm, I played yeah, I played the drums for my friend [name], he was, he was a 
guitarist and he liked making music, so I just helped him with the drums and stuff.  
Erm... 

(Participant 5) 

And participant 6’s reply to the question on extra-curricular activity: 

R: Yeah, I did yeah. 

Int: Did you do anything else?  I mean did you do a musical instrument or...? 

R: No, only sport. 

Int: Did you do Duke of Edinburgh? 

R: Erm, yeah, I did the silver, I didn’t do any of the others, I just did the silver one. 

(Participant 6.) 

While participant 8 was not forthcoming on this, participant 12 offered: 

R: Erm, so yes, I-I I used to do athletics erm, and then during A-Levels I was doing 
rugby.  Erm, and then at GCSE I also did Duke of Edinburgh Silver Award.  And then 
what else?  Yeah that’s it, athletics. 

Here’s participant 13: 

R: Yeah, I just, yeah, I did quite a bit actually.  Erm, I did all my Duke of Edinburgh, I did 
Bronze, Gold and Silver.  Erm, I did football, like all the way through Year 7 to 9, but I 
stopped in Year 9 because they just didn’t have enough girls to play in the football 
team.  Erm, I used to be in the choir a lot as well, but that was mostly my younger 
years.  And then as I got older, I was like assembly prefect, so I’d do all the 
assemblies, I did a lot of public speaking.  I would do readings at Communion, 
obviously it’s a Church of England school, so they have a Communion.  But I didn’t 
take part in it in the ceremony, in the service, but I would obviously read for them, 
because they asked me to.  Erm, and I think what else, but it’s gone out of my head.   

(Participant 13) 

Here is participant 14: 

R: Erm, yeah, I did all three Duke of Edinburgh and then I was also I did competitive 
cheerleading for a while, which was interesting, that was fun….   

Int: The cheerleading, was that, were you competing with other counties or were 
you...? 

R: No we were competing nationally. 
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(Participant 14) 

Here is participant 15: 

R: Erm, so nothing official, I guess.  So er, as part of primary school, first infant school, 
erm, I played football.  Erm, never in adverted commas officially, so I never played for 
the school, it was just an after-school club that I attended.  Erm, and then erm, during 
high school did not partake in any sports teams, I was not particularly a fan of the 
sports options that were available.  I-I’m far more of a go-karting and windsurfing 
person, which is not really what you can do in the school playground.  Erm, and erm, 
er, I did play a musical instrument, and did have a very, very small-scale band erm, 
with a couple of other students, which was a bit of fun.  But again nothing too serious.  
Erm, I was a part of a er, drama group er, oh what’s it called?  Musical theatre, I was 
part of a musical theatre group, the County Music Fairs I think it was called.  Erm, of 
which and I was there, I was there from 11 to 18 erm, for a great number of years.  
That’s partly the most significant erm, extracurricular activity that I did. 

(Participant 15) 

Here is participant 16: 

R: Hmm, erm, yes like the foster carer that I was living with, she erm, knew a family who 
ran a Karate club.  Erm, so I started at the Karate club as well, and now I’ve got a 
brown belt in that as well, so I’m training every Monday evening.  But there has been 
quite a few months when I’ve missed that side because I’ve been busy with some 
housing issues.   But I-I I’ve been involved erm, in kind of physical development as 
well, trying to stay on top of my game really.   

(Participant 16) 

For some of the participants accessing extra-curricular activities was a challenge. Here is 

participant 1: 

R: I played guitar at school, er, that wasn’t after school, that was in school, and it kind of 
also got me out of some of my lessons.  So that’s another reason why I probably 
stuck at that.  Erm, I didn’t do any extra after school because erm, I used to get a taxi 
to and from school erm, and it made it very, very difficult erm, yeah with ringing the 
taxi company, or getting my social worker to ring the taxi company or the foster carer 
at the time who may not have been interested.  Or sometimes stuff gets erm, you 
know, noted down wrong, and a number of times if I did stay after school, I could at 
the school, let’s say the rugby match had finished early, I could be wating for like an 
hour and a half afterwards waiting.  So I just kind of just thought, “Oh you know it’s 
not worth it.”  

(Participant 1) 

For participant 18 there were unidentified challenges in accessing extra-curricular activity: 

R: Erm, no not really because I didn’t really have that chance erm, to like get into like 
take part in, in any like after school, after school activities because of my situation I 
was in at that period.  So yeah, I did not really take part in anything.  

(Participant 18) 

Sometimes the problems were more severe. Here is participant 17: 
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R: Erm, so I did take part in the erm, show, so like the drama show, like I was a dancer 
in the, the production.  But I actually erm, got banned from doing any extracurricular 
sports by my foster parents. 

Int: Right. 

R: And I also lived so far away from school, so when I was at main school, so up until 
my GCSEs, I used to have to get a taxi home.  Erm, because it was like 28 miles 
erm, until I was... And when I was 17, I did get a moped and then obviously I was at 
sixth form, so that, that was a difference, that was a different travel journey.  But 
yeah, so it was quite limited, I was quite limited to what I could do, and they did... I 
did join a dance group at [names regional arts group], erm, but for the, that was erm, 
I was 15 maybe, but for the first few years they didn’t really let me do anything, 
because they said I couldn’t cope with life.   

(Participant 17)  

Three participants did not undertake, or undertook limited extra-currricular activity 

Int: Did you do anything extra-curricular at school at all?  Sport of music or...? 

R: Erm, not in secondary school, in primary school yeah, but not secondary school.  
They kind of – everything just kind of like, I just stopped doing stuff in secondary 
school yeah. 

(Participant 5) 

Here is participant 9: 

R: Erm, we did sports, it was compulsory, erm... 

Int: But you didn’t kind of do extra stuff? 

R: Erm... 

(Participant 9) 

And participant 19: 

R: Erm, not really, apart from studying, not really.  I got I-I I’ve, I’ve done some a bit of 
volunteer work, but it didn’t last long because it was just during the summer er, I 
worked.  But other than that it was just focusing on my studying, and I think I had like 
a part-time job er, yeah. 

(Participant 19) 

Six participants undertook the Duke of Edinburgh Award. Participants also did football, 

rugby, athletics, musical theatre, karate, dance, public speaking and competitive 

cheerleading. Not only had many of them taken part in extra-curricular activities, participants 

had taken part in their chosen activity to a reasonable or high standard, for example, 

participant 14 was not simply doing cheerleading but was competing at a national level, 

participant 16 was no simply doing karate, he had a brown belt. While these activities had 

taken place while the participants were at school, participants also shared with me a wide 

range of extra-curricular activities that they undertook at university which included 

participating in international sporting events, volunteering, working abroad and undertaking 

international scholarships.  



109 
 

The role of extra-curricular activities in relation to improving educational attainment 

specifically of care experienced children is made in Hollingworth (2011) and Gilligan (2013). 

However, there is not equal access to extra-curricular activity and schools that are judged 

‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted are more likely to provide extra-curricular activities 

(Donnelly et al, 2020).  As was shown in Chapter 4, most participants had attended schools 

that were regarded as ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’, and it seems possible that attending good 

schools supported their engagement with extra-curricular activity. However, extra-curricular 

activity is an option and what is noteworthy is that participants actively opted into this activity. 

There are parallels here with the commitment participants demonstrated with homework. A 

majority did attend schools that were ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ but they built on this opportunity 

by responding with extensive homework. For a majority of participants there were 

opportunities with extra-curricular activities, but they responded by taking these opportunities 

up.  

Alongside the more tangible link of using extra-curricular activity to demonstrate a 

commitment to a subject and using this in the university application process (Shuker 2010) 

involvement in extra-curricular activities have other advantages too. Individuals learn in 

different ways (Honey and Mumford, 1992) and this relates both to personal attributes 

(engagement, perseverance) as well as abilities which are developed through these 

activities which then ‘spill over’ into the discipline required of academic work (Gilligan 2013, 

de Vries and Rentfrow 2016). Extra – curricular activities also provide an additional forum for 

developing what are often described as ‘soft skills’ (Cullinane and Montacute 2017, Donnelly 

et al 2020, Goleman 1996, Gutman and Schoon 2013). Soft skills include attributes such as 

motivation, self-control, communication, personal presentation, teamwork and handling one’s 

own and other’s emotions (for a fuller discussion of definitions see Hurrell, Scholarios and 

Thompson 2013). While soft skills can be developed in a range of circumstances through  

structured extra-curricular activities an individual learns to work with others to achieve a 

certain standard by a certain date and time, for example, training for a sports competition, 

rehearsing for a musical or dramatic performance or route-finding to get back to base camp 

while undertaking a field trip. Arguably, the skill of completing a task, to a certain standard, 

while under pressure of time is a skill that translates well to completing academic 

assignments. However, what is noteworthy is that for these participants extra-curricular 

activity was not something ‘instrumentalist’ in the sense that they did it simply to secure a 

place at university, and once that was achieved the activity could be dropped, but rather 

activities they enjoyed but that could then be applied to helping them secure a place at 

university.     

6.3 Careers advice 

Careers advice is an established part of the school curriculum for young people considering 

a career and/or university. Careers provision can be defined as: 

‘a process of learning, individually or in groups, designed to help young people to develop 

the knowledge, confidence, and skills they need to make well-informed, relevant choices and 

plans for their future so they can progress smoothly into further learning and work’ 

(Hughes et al, 2016 p. 1)  

As well as this formal input, individuals can receive ‘informal’ career advice from parents, 

wider family and family friends. Granovetter (1973; see also Coleman 1990, Putnam 2000) 

have drawn attention to the importance of wider social networks while Small (2009) has 

documented the unequal access to the knowledge held in social networks. In terms of career 

choices, and the value of university, some of this informal knowledge and information may 
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well be beneficial (Crawford et al 2017, Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2016, Friedman and 

Laurison 2019) other advice may be misleading or indeed inaccurate (ONS, 2018 (a)).  

I will focus initially on participants reflections on their formal careers input at school. Four of 

the interview participants identified the careers advice as somewhat marginal to the process 

of thinking about, and then securing a place at university, 4 found the careers advice 

received as helpful and one found it particularly unhelpful. Another six either could not 

remember any careers advice. Four of the participants also received very specific career 

advice and support from summer schools / schemes run by education charities, and / or had 

had internships. The area of internships and summer schools in relation to care experienced 

people was not an area that I had anticipated, nor as far as I could establish is it addressed 

in the literature in relation to care experienced people. Participants specific experiences and 

reflections in relation to internships and summer schools and will be described in section 6.4.    

Four participants viewed careers advice at school as somewhat marginal. Participant 1 

described the careers advice at his first school, then his second school: 

I know someone did come in to talk to us about careers advice and guidance, I can’t really 

remember what they said, who they were or what we talked about.  But I know at least once 

someone came in and spoke to me.   

Erm, so at my erm, I suppose the Sixth Form I went to, I suppose it was, I think it was more 

tailored, I think that school was more tailoring people towards university anyway.  

(Participant 1)  

My question of clarification followed: 

Int: And did you have any specific advice about you know, what course you should 
do or what university you should go to?  Or was that something that really you 
did on your own backed with the foster carers? 

R: Yeah definitely with off my own back and with the support of my foster carers. 

(Participant 1) 

Here is participant 4: 

They, they told us how, you know, they, we’d have like meetings of like our personal tutor, 

“Oh have you thought about this, have to thought about what course you want to do?”  Stuff 

like that and they’d write it up in their report and stuff and stuff like that.  And because they 

have to write a, a statement to go with my personal statement on UCAS as well, so I guess it 

was just, it was mainly for that I guess, there wasn’t very much encouragement.  

(Participant 4)  

Participants 5 and 8 had a similar view on the value of careers advice: 

R: Er, I mean I want to be a content producer right, and make documentaries and stuff, 
so, so obviously, so obviously I kind of always knew that the demand and you know, 
the demand might be quite low, and you know it’s quite high competition and stuff.  
But in terms of how to get into the actual industry, no not really.  Yeah, I-I’ve kind of 
always known that it’s kind of who you know rather than what you know, and just 
contacts and stuff.  So recently I’ve been trying to get work and improve my skills and 
what not, but yeah in terms of careers advice and stuff, no not really. 
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(Participant 5) 

Int: What was careers advice like at [names FE College]? 

R: Er, I don’t remember getting any like careers advice, just like university advice. 

Int: Did you get any specific advice which course you should do or which 
university you should go to? 

R: Er, they said go to a red brick university, but er, I went to the open days before I 
made that decision. 

(Participant 8) 

Participants 9 and 14 were positive about careers advice they had received: 

Int: So you’re at the [names school], there’s an expectation that everybody goes to 
university.  Did you get any specific tailored help from them? 

R: Erm, yeah, we did a lot of university visits of school involved, erm, and they helped 
with our personal statements, erm, and there was a lot of like extra talks and you 
could talk to your tutor if you did want to, if you had, like about your future studies.  
And yeah, I think they were very helpful in terms of that.  

Int: Did you have as part of that experience, did you have people coming into the 
school talking about their jobs and careers and how they got to do them? 

R: Yeah, we did, erm, we had a lot of just different career pathways and we had some 
erm, alumni from [names school] who had been to other universities, and they’d talk 
about their experiences.  Like for example we had someone from [University of] W 
who was doing modern languages, and like yeah, I found her interesting because I 
wanted to do languages as well. 

(Participant 9) 

Participant 14 was also more positive: 

Int: But you had conversations with the careers person at school? 

R: Mmm. 

Int: How helpful was that? 

R: Erm, definitely very helpful, I think.  Just she’d give you time to kind of sit and erm, 
and yeah just kind of like talk through every like opportunity.   

(Participant 14) 

Participant 17 described a generic model of support that was helpful but also someone who 

helped her with an application to the Sutton Trust, a social mobility charity: 

Erm, I think through my school, yeah they, so my tutor erm, like the academic tutor for your 

year group, she was erm, she was very good at like if there was any opportunities for people 

from like low income backgrounds or been in foster care and things like that, she would send 

them my way erm, and everything, and I was always very eager to get experience.  So yeah 

it was through school. 
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(Participant 17) 

Participant 18: 

Erm, yeah so during college I had careers advice, it was like everything was like specific of 

erm, the uni application erm, because like [inaudible 10:49].  So that was really good, and 

[inaudible 10:53] and the UCAS as well, so like, they like I [inaudible 10:59] law as well, so 

that way it was like a back up in case of anything.  So [inaudible 11:06] and again I was, I 

was about to like go to them any time, because I really did, I really need them. 

(Participant 18) 

For participant 13 the careers experience was less than positive: 

I:  When you were at school, did you talk to anyone about what jobs they did and 

how they got to do them? 

R: Yeah definitely, like you know we did have a career like advisor.  I’ll be honest like, 
I’m not saying that she was that good, but we did have someone there er, put in 
place to speak to you.  I went to her once, and all she really had to say to me was, 
“Oh law is really hard, it’s difficult.” And I knew that already, she didn’t have to tell me 
that, it’s more like how can I help you to become a lawyer, that’s what I wanted to 
hear really.  And I think a lot of the time she was more told, “Oh you can’t go into this 
career path,” or, “This career path isn't accessible to you, because you’re not 
capable,” sort of.   

 But she yeah, eventually I just realised if you want to do something, or you want to be 
something, just do it yourself.  So obviously I did ask a few teachers you know about 
law, so my English teacher at the time, he had done a law degree, but he was now 
an English teacher.  So I asked him why did he not do anything to do with law, and 
why was he an English teacher?  And he basically said he doesn’t like law, and you 
know, funnily enough erm, I thought he’d maybe encourage me to study law and 
become a barrister, but he actually tried to put me off.  No I’m being serious, because 
basically he ran like an Excel students’ workshop after school on Mondays, and I was 
in that workshop.   

 And after the workshop is when he kind of sat me down, and basically told me not to 
study law.  He told me all the disadvantages, all the cons, and now why I shouldn’t go 
into criminal law or all this different types of stuff. And I was there like, “Oh okay, now 
I know all this information like what am I supposed to do with it?” I didn’t say this to 
him, but I was just thinking on my way home like he’s literally just put me off the 
career path that I want to go into.  You know, and sort of supported me and told me, 
“Yeah you can do this.” I spent a lot of my time in school like just doing everything off 
my own back, and I’m not trying to sound big-headed, but there was no teacher that 
specifically went out of their way for me.  Like when they heard that I went onto the 
[University of] W Summer School for law, I think they were more sort of, they were 
more sort of happy and sort of erm, what’s the word, like they seemed sort of like 
really like pent up about the fact that it was [University of] W, and they were sort of 
like, really like gassed over the fact that it was [University of] W.   

 And they were like, “Oh wow [name of participant 13] at a summer school in 
[University of] W.” And it’s like they never really showed any sort of interest in me 
before, but up until I tell you that I’m going to [University of] W for a summer school, 
now you’re acting so interested, and really seeing something in me.  Like they 
obviously saw something in because I was a high achiever and that they knew I 
studied hard and they knew I wanted to go into law.  But you know, they never went 
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that extra mile for me, and suddenly when I told them that it was like, “Wow like she’s 
really serious.” So I think like all the opportunities I found were mostly myself, erm, 
school just helped me with public speaking and debating, and like that was it literally.   

(Participant 13) 

Six participants had no careers advice they could remember or very limited careers advice: 

Int: What was the formal careers advice at school like, the formal lessons for 
careers or sessions?   

R: I can’t remember them to be fair, I actually can’t remember going to them.   

Int: But you had quite a lot of informal interaction about careers?  I mean just the 
fact that you knew your PE teacher had been to [names university]? 

R: Yeah, I definitely had informal chats about it, I just can’t remember any formal ones in 
the school taking place. 

(Participant 6) 

Participant 10 and 12 had similar messages: 

R: Erm, no sorry but there was really nothing.  I saw a careers advisor, but no, I can’t 
remember a single thing that they told me.   

(Participant 10) 

R: Erm, erm, like, whatever I’ve done like, mostly career type things, not that great 
specific to my erm, degree.  There wasn’t, it wasn’t much, i-it wasn’t mu- er, yeah 
great.  Maybe, maybe I don’t know I don’t really remember to be honest, erm, i-it’s in 
general you have to work hard er, that was the general theme.   

(Participant 12) 

Participant 12 added the following: 

So career advice from Social Services like i-it’s very generic and light.  So like they would tell 

me like go to er, wh-what was it called Connexions6?  Connexions and all this, they said go 

to there, but didn’t want er, even that, I went there once or twice, and they were not very 

helpful at all.  They would just do the things, it was very unsatisfactory yeah.  They just 

basically tell you to do something that you, you’re not really into or like you know, it’s not 

going to lead to the right outcome.  Most of the time I ignored it, but it was worth you know 

trying, I said, “You know what try every avenue.” 

(Participant 12) 

And Participant 15 

Int: When you were at school, did you talk to anybody about what jobs they did 
and how they got to do them? 

R: Erm, honestly not really very much.  I was not particularly academically minded until 
the second year of my undergraduate.  I kind of went with the flow erm, for the 
majority of my erm, infant school, secondary school, sixth form erm, period.  Er, it 

 
6 ‘Connexions’ is the brand name for careers services in some areas. 
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was just a case er, er, other than when I was applying to universities, at which point 
like I mentioned I asked my friends what their experience had been.   

 But erm, no I-I no, I don’t think I really cared that much, I just took it at some point I 
would get a job and it would be something.  And, and it was only until much later that 
I actually started to focus. 

(Participant 15) 

And Participant 16 

Int: What was the support like from the college for helping you get to university?  
I’m thinking in terms of how to choose a course, or a UCAS form or what was 
that like? 

R: Erm, the support is there, and well if erm, any, any, for anyone really, whether they’re 
planning to go to university, there, there’s support with the personal statement, erm, 
support with selecting the right course, erm, providing the advice needed.  And erm, 
there isn’t anything short really, they from my perspective they get you everything 
that you need, you need er, to erm, to get to university.  Erm, yeah.   

(Participant 16) 

Participants reported considerable variability in their experience of formal careers input. Four 

found it marginal, 4 helpful, 1 unhelpful and 6 had no recall of careers input. Taken as a 

whole, it is difficult to conclude that formal careers advice was pivotal to them securing a 

place at university. While specific ‘task focussed’ exercises are an important part of careers 

teaching (for example, help with completing a UCAS form), there is little to suggest that 

beyond this level of support generic careers lessons in schools are actually that effective 

(Hughes et al, 2016). There is considerable research that shows that the confidence, 

knowledge, skills, and necessary experience of securing a place at university are mediated 

through family, friends and wider social networks (Granovetter 1973, Small 2009). There is a 

body of literature that recognises that this reality, including both choice of degree subject and 

choice of university, both solidifies and perpetuates restricted access to university places 

and consequently high prestige and/or highly paid careers (for example, media, law, 

medicine and banking) (Ashley and Empson 2017, Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2019, Crawford 

et al 2017, Eliot Major and Machin 2018, Friedman and Laurison 2019, Laurison and 

Friedman 2015, Savage 2015, Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission 2015, Social 

Mobility Commission 2016).  

In contrast, research has shown that the poorer the background of a young person the 

greater the mismatch between the desired career choice and reality (Yates et al, 2011). 

Margo et al (2006) argue while there have been increasing educational and career 

opportunities, young people are very much dependent on their own personal and family 

resources to make their career dreams a reality. It is possible that the way the question was 

asked in the interview did not elicit from the participants what ‘informal’ career guidance they 

had received from family or friends. It is also possible they had not received any. This 

underscores the argument introduced earlier of the importance of cultural capital (Bourdieu 

1986, Bourdieu 1996) in securing access to higher education, a theme which will be 

developed and related to the experiences of care experienced people in Chapter 7. 

Five participants did have the advantage of internships / summer schools which displayed 

the hallmarks of access to specific subject support and some exposure to the networks to 

understand and access universities and subsequent careers and these are explored below.  
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6.4 Internships and Summer Schools 

Five of the participants had either undertaken summer schools and/or internships. All the 

situations described by participants were complex and so require some explanation. 

Internships are unpaid opportunities to study or work in a specific setting. When a formal 

opportunity arises (either to study or secure employment) those who have completed an 

internship are at a distinct advantage over those who have not. Internships have come under 

considerable criticism as a method of restricting desirable opportunities to those who already 

have good social connections and a private source of income that allows them to study or 

work without being paid (Friedman and Laurison 2019, Major and Machin 2018).     

Participant 10 decided that an internship would help secure a university place and started a 

search to find one: 

Erm, let me think, well you know, my school was really unhelpful actually erm, and I knew 

that about the UCAS er, personal statement business and that you had to have things to 

write on it.  So when I was younger, I started Googling about it er, all these opportunities, 

and I applied to them er, for my own er, yeah basically my own will, I applied for them all.   

(Participant 10). 

Participant 10 subsequently won a funded place with Nuffield Research Placements (part of 

the Nuffield Foundation which is a charity that funds research and innovation). Nuffield 

Research Placements funded a limited number of internships for year 12 students at a 

university research facility. I then sought to establish how the specific internship had been 

secured:  

Int: And Nuffield matched you with [the university of] X, did they? 

R: No erm, actually Nuffield erm, they tasked everybody with finding their own research 
placement, and only at the end would they give you like an emergency placement 
let’s say, if you really couldn’t find one on your own.  So I actually found X [university] 
on my own yeah. 

Int: I shouldn’t smile [name of participant], but the idea that you just let 17 year 
olds find their own research placements? 

R: It er, well it’s true, that’s how it is.  Obviously, they didn’t do that, but they told 
everybody that that was how it was erm, and then they surprised the last few.   

Int: Is that just me [name of participant] because it kind of feels like you know, if 
mummy or daddy is a kind of professor at a university you’re fine, but 
otherwise they’re a bit stuck as to kind of how to get you into somewhere? 

R: Yeah, that’s right yeah.  Yeah, it was funny, but erm, er, it was just lucky really that 
erm, this professor from X replied to my email.  He told me actually he had a Nuffield 
Research placement before me, and he vowed that he would never do it ever again, 
because the boy that they gave him er, was only interested in winning the prize that 
they were offering, and he wasn’t actually interested in the physics.  So I was, I was 
so lucky that he was willing to consider me erm, because he had a bad experience 
actually. 

Participant 10 then moved on to describing her placement at the University of X: 

R: Erm, so I actually did er, a placement with the Nuffield Foundation erm, and I 
arranged it myself to do a research placement at X University erm, and I worked for 
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the Physical Sciences Department.  Actually it was a lot to do with quantum 
mechanics, which was really cool for me, even though I had no clue.  Erm, it was 
really cool.  Erm, and since then I had a good relationship with them, and I spoke 
with them all the time.  They were really helpful with me, I can imagine, if I didn’t have 
that I would be lost basically.  Erm, I was just really lucky to have a university that 
wanted to support me. 

Int: How old were you when you were doing this research? 

R: The research placement, I was er, 17 years old, I was 16 years old, somewhere in-
between there.   

Int: How long were you there for? 

R: Erm, it was about two months.  Originally, I was getting the train down there from Y  
every morning, but then they er, they moved me in a bit.  I-I kind of lived there for a 
month. 

For a variety of reasons participant 10 then did not do well as she had hoped in her A 

Levels. Participant 10 then continued the story: 

I had help from X University … so I was good friends with the people in the Physics Team, 

erm, the Physics Outreach Team, er, some researchers I knew.  Erm, and basically, I went 

to them and I told them what had happened, and they agreed to sponsor my A-Levels.   

(Participant 10) 

This ‘sponsorship’ involved the team paying for participant 10 to re-sit her A levels. I then 

asked about the specifics of this support: 

Int: Was it one particular person at X [University] who was creative in getting you 
funding for the A-Levels, or was it a sort of a team thing do you think? 

R: Erm, well erm, yes, yes and no.  Erm, it, it was a bit of a team thing, but one person 
was the proactive one yes.  It was the physics outreach person at X [University].  I 
can give you her name if you want? 

Int: No, that’s all right, I’m just curious.  And are you still in touch with them? 

R: Oh yeah, I am yeah, we email once every few months. 

Here is a situation where a group of individuals step outside of their professional boundaries 

(university researchers support a care experienced person through A levels by providing 

funding) one of whom is a significant individual who provides ongoing encouragement and 

support while apparently the statutory agencies (social workers, the Virtual School) are 

absent from the story. As was highlighted in Chapter 4, this very personalised input is highly 

valuable to the person concerned but there is no apparent formal systematic structure or 

system of support for this individual. 

Participant 12 described how he became an intern at an architect’s practice at the age of 18: 

So I had loads of rejections, people were saying you’re young or you don’t have the right 

experience.  Erm, but er, then I got lucky and one of the companies I sent an email said, 

“Okay come for a four-week trial and then let’s see what happens after that.” And then, I 

ended up staying with them, and I ended staying until, you know, every time I come back 

from [name of city] I would go to the company and work for them for two or three months 
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[inaudible 11:35].  Erm, er, for the experience, they won’t pay me erm, so I did it the first 

year, the second year and the third year as well.  Erm, and then now kind of I’ve left that 

place, because I’m erm, once you graduate, then you do your Part 1, you, that’s when you 

get a job where you get paid.  So I did that for a year.  So there was no need for me to go 

back to them.  

(Participant 12) 

Participant 15 didn’t report any internships prior to his undergraduate degree, but had 

undertaken four internships with prestigious laboratories and research facilities (including 

one funded by Erasmus7) during his combined four-year Bachelors and Masters degree. He 

credited these with securing funding for his PhD: 

‘….so during my undergraduate I erm, I found internships erm, and applied for them and set 

them up, and these kind of things.  Erm, and they happened to be on the topic of erm, 

[redacted] physics, which is what I’m now doing my PhD in.  So erm, I-I think it was the fact 

that I had both the, the decent grades that everybody in inverted commas applying for a PhD 

has.  But also the additional experience so there was the internship like I mentioned and also 

the – I spend eight months upon [inaudible 14:04] in the Arctic erm, studying radars and 

[inaudible 14:07] materials.  So there was, there was more to me than just grades I think is 

what set me aside, rather than, rather than just the grades.’ 

(Participant 15) 

The Sutton Trust describes itself as a social mobility charity. Initially, it undertook policy 

work, often commissioning work from academic researchers (for example, The Sutton Trust 

2010, The Sutton Trust 2019) but more recently while maintaining research and policy work 

it has also moved into organising and delivering summer schools with partner universities. 

The Trust advertise their summer schools as a mechanism for encouraging entry among 

disadvantaged young people to prestigious universities and careers 

(www.summerschools.suttontrust.com) a group which includes looked after children and 

care experienced people. Summer schools offer the chance for people considering university 

to spend a short but intense residential period at a specific university, to study a specific 

subject in more depth and consider how they might access a specific university and/or a 

specific career.     

Participant 13 described the experience of a summer school followed by an internship:  

So in about Year 11 and Year 12 was when I started looking for sort of programmes to help 

me with law, and especially coming from my background, you know, coming from a state 

school er, being er, being like BME student erm, being a care leaver, being in care at the 

time, I was wondering like if there’s any programmes out there, you know, to help students 

like me.  So I found Pathways to Law, so it’s basically a programme with the Sutton Trust 

erm, who affiliated with different universities, and they do different pathways erm, of different 

careers.  So let’s say law, let’s say banking, let’s say erm, medicine.  And for Pathways to 

Law, it was basically like a two year programme whilst you’re in Year 12 and Year 13, and in 

that you basically get work experience, you get networking opportunities, you get skills 

workshops, you get help with your personal statement.  And if you graduate at the end of the 

programme, you do get a reduced offer from the University of X.   

 
7 Erasmus is an EU scheme to promote the interchange of students and researchers between member nations. 
Since Brexit, universities on the UK mainland are no longer part of the scheme. 

http://www.summerschools.suttontrust.com/
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So there was a three A grade requirement for law, however I was able to get in with A, A, B.  

Erm, and then obviously from doing the programme I got my work experience, and on my 

work experience I went to [names specific barrister chambers], and I went to court every 

single day with criminal barristers, erm, with civil barristers and it was actually really er, a 

great experience.  Because I think that was it then for me, like in Year 12 er, watching a 

barrister in court made me realise like this is it, like this is what I want to do.  Sort of like a 

lightbulb moment for me actually, which I’m really fortunate for, because now it kind of set in 

place what I want to do for the rest of my life.  So I knew I definitely wanted to be a legal 

advocate and that’s why I want to study law, because you don’t necessarily need a law 

degree to be a lawyer, but obviously that’s the path I want to go down, and I want to do my 

BPC and I want get a pupillage and I want to become a barrister, so that’s why. 

After a short digression, the interview continued: 

Int: How did you connect with the Sutton programme? 

R: So basically the Sutton Trust they do different types of programmes, and I literally did 
this by researching off my own back.  And I know a lot erm, I know a lot of students 
find out about MAP, the Sutton Trust, and like Social Mobility because these 
organisations come into their schools and colleges.  However, my school didn’t 
necessarily have anything like that, it was literally like me just searching up like 
events for law students or events for aspiring law students.  And then that’s when I 
came across the Sutton Trust, and the Pathways to Law programme.   

 I think the eligibility criteria was that you had to be state educated, you had to be first 
generation to go to university, you had to have certain academic requirements.  And 
like you know just other stuff like if you spent time in care, if you’ve had free school 
meals ever before.  And I obviously met certain points of those criteria, and then I 
met the academic criteria.  So I just applied thinking you know, I fit the criteria and I 
feel like this programme will help me just to find out about law, just to see if this is 
right for me or not.  Because there’s no point of me putting all the time and effort into 
erm, studying a law degree if I don’t know if it’s right for me.   

 So erm, I was able to just search for it, and then I just applied, and then erm, I got an 
email back saying that erm, I’ve been successful on the programme.  Erm, and I 
actually graduated from it erm, I want to say last year.  Erm, because I started it in 
17, so I would have graduated in 2019.  And obviously I’m in university now, and you 
know what, it’s kind of like a full circle erm, moment for me, because I did Pathways 
to Law, and now I’m in university as an undergraduate, I’m doing the Pathways to 
Law Plus programme.  So it’s essentially like the Pathways to Law programme but for 
first year students at university. 

Participant 17 had also attended a Sutton Trust Summer School. Unlike participant 13, this 

had been actively promoted to her by her teacher. This summer school involved a week at 

the University of W taking part in student life and attending lectures. Participant 17 had also 

had internships at a number of law firms including a prestigious ‘Magic Circle’ law firm in the 

City of London.  

The experiences of these participants reflect the idea that to succeed in an academic goal 

(for example, securing a place at a prestigious university), or to have some chance of 

entering a prestigious career (for example, law), there needs to be specific advice and 

specific experience that is relevant to that goal. In many ways this approach replicates the 

lessons of the research cited earlier. Personal connections and networks are important 

(Granovetter 1973, Small 2009) not only for advice and information in an area of specific 
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academic expertise, but also to access important career experience. Young people from 

disadvantaged groups don’t have access to the social capital that more privileged families 

enjoy (Ashley and Empson 2017, Crawford et al 2017, Friedman and Laurison 2019, 

Laurison and Friedman 2015) so the summer school aims to create some of that capital. 

Direct experience of new environments play an important role in both ‘showing the ropes’ to 

participants (for example, experiencing a university, experiencing work in a barristers 

chambers) and allowing them to test how they find the experience. Participants 10 and 15 

both had substantial experience of prestigious research laboratories, participant 13 had 

experience of a barrister’s chambers and participant 12 had extended experience of an 

architect’s practice, while participant 17 had experience of a week at the University of W 

during term time – attending lectures and seminars – as well as internships in commercial 

law firms. Again, these experiences are as much about a physical experience of space (a 

residential college, a research lab, a law firm) as much as some rather abstract notion of 

‘learning’ and thus again resonate with Bourdieu’s concept of ‘field’ (1996). This theme will 

be taken up and explored in Chapter 7. 

In a sense the opportunities of summer schools and internships were a logical extension of 

attending a university open day – they provided an opportunity to engage with possibility. As 

such they were highly valuable experiences. Often the participants found these experiences 

themselves (sometimes despite the odds stacked against them) but what is particularly 

interesting is how they used these opportunities. Rather like the research participants took 

the foundations of a good school and built on them with long hours of homework and 

engagement with extra-curricular activity, these participants took these summer schools and 

internships and used them to further their academic progress. In both cases they took 

advantage of structural opportunities and built on them using their own agency. 

6.5 Learning how to learn: metacognition 

Metacognition is sometimes described as the process of ‘learning how to learn’. Muijs and 

Bokhove (2020) while recognising a range of meanings define the term in the following way: 

‘Metacognition … is specifically about the ways learners can monitor and purposefully direct 

their learning’ 

(Muijs and Bokhove, 2020 p. 5)  

Collins summarises it more pithily as: 

‘knowledge of self and knowledge of the task’ 

(Collins, 2019) 

The basics of study involve the management of information and the management of time 

(Watson and White, 1992). But it also involves many of the soft skills identified previously: 

self-control, motivation, communication, personal presentation, teamwork and handling one’s 

own and other’s emotions (de Vries and Rentfrow 2016, Gutman and Schoon, 2013). 

Chapter 4 described how the participants readily identified spaces where they undertook 

their studies, pre-university they were already establishing habits of study. I will now explore 

further some reflections on metacognition from the participants. Here is participant 15 

reflecting on his own post-graduate study patterns: 

I started out working yeah, the better part of 10-12 hours per day erm, realising that was not 

sustainable.  Erm, er, kind of reining that in, and going back down to erm, sort of eight to six 

or nine to five or something like that.  Erm, and also, some – and then one of the really nice 

things about doing the PhD is it’s, it’s quite flexible in the sense that erm, so long as I get the 
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work done in inverted commas, it doesn’t really matter how or when I get it done.  So if I 

needed to take time out to go and, I don’t know, help a friend with something, or some form 

of emergency or something that needed to be done that meant that I couldn’t go to work, or 

that I might not go to work on a given work day, I would then work at the weekends….   

… And as of late erm, it’s very much all over the place, because erm, in the preparation for 

the viva, it’s I work for as long as I can concentrate and I don’t waste time when I’m 

struggling to focus, because it, it doesn’t do me any good.  So I take time out and then come 

back to it later etc. 

(Participant 15) 

Here participant 15 demonstrates that he is aware of his own learning patterns and how to 

adjust them to optimise effectiveness. Part of this is using what has been described as ‘flow’ 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) keeping working when ‘in the zone’ but taking a break when not ‘in 

the zone’ (Watson and White, 1992). 

Metacognition then, reflecting on how we learn so as to improve our learning skills, is an 

important consideration in securing a place at university. I want to expand on the worth of 

metacognition by arguing that academic study can also help manage difficult personal and 

familial issues. Both examples require some explanation. 

Participant 1, while studying for his under-graduate degree took up a new sport. (To protect 

his anonymity, I have redacted the specific sport and the specific sport funding body). 

Participant 1 excelled at this new sport to such an extent that he was offered a bursary and 

funding by the British Olympic Team to undertake a Masters degree in [redacted] where he 

could further learn to train and compete. Fully funded sports scholarships are, of course 

unusual in UK universities. Here participant 1 describes the process: 

But I was a [describes athletic activity] at the time, and there was an opportunity for British 

[sports funding body] to pay for me to do a Master’s, and when I sat down and spoke to my 

foster carers, they said it was, “You’re not going to get, really get an opportunity where you 

can go and compete at a high level, and someone’s going to pay for a wage, and pay for 

your degree.  

(Participant 1) 

Later in the interview I picked up on the topic: 

Int: Are you still [names athletic activity], are you still competing? 

R: No, it was a hobby, and when it becomes a job it had different stress factors and 
everything like that, and when I was, when I used to be stressed, I could then go and 
[names athletic activity], and then when [names athletic activity] became my stress, I 
didn’t have the correct mechanisms to cope with that.  And it is, then I started to pay 
something, pay something that was a joy.  Yeah so as soon, as soon as I finished my 
degree I er, yeah well as soon as they stopped paying me, I stopped [names athletic 
activity] yeah. 

Here participant 1 describes the athletic activity he undertook as an undergraduate as a way 

of reducing stress. Once the athletic activity became a paid role it was no longer a source of 

stress reduction it became a stressful activity itself. After a time, this led to participant 1 

giving it up. 
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This insight helped me with my supplementary questions with participant 17. Participant 17 

had undertaken a great deal of preparation to study psychology. However, she then 

switched at university to history: 

Int: Let me just explore and idea with you [name of participant]? 

R: Okay. 

Int: You were going to do the cognitive neuroscience here... 

R: Uh-huh. 

Int: ...and then you said that you thought it was making you a bit introverted, which 
is why you swapped to history? 

R: Mmm. 

[and after short degression] 

Int: Do you think your interest in psychology and the cognitive neuroscience... 

R: Un-huh. 

Int: ...is, how shall I say this, has influenced how you deal with your own 
challenges and opportunities? 

R: Definitely yeah, I-I think that a – when I started studying psychology it was erm, more 
kind of, you know kind of vice versa as well.   

 I think it was a great way for me to erm, understand like kind of people that I’d been 
around growing up and things I’ve been through, and it was erm, something that erm, 
helped things make sense, I guess.  So, but it ended up, you know, erm, it wasn’t 
introverted sorry I don’t know if I said that, I mean introspective.  So yeah, not so 
much introverted, but yeah.  So I was self-analysing way too much for my own good 
so, which is when I decided it was too intense yeah. 

Here participant 17 had an interest in psychology to ‘understand like the kind of people I’d 

been around growing up and things I’ve been through’, however, she viewed it as making 

her too introspective, too self-analysing, so she changed degree subject. 

Successful learners, like participant 15, have a good understanding of the need for 

‘metacognition’ even if they do not use that term. While both participant 1 and participant 17 

recognised the effect that their specific studies and activities were having on them as 

individuals and made appropriate changes. 

6.6 Conclusions 

The previous chapters have demonstrated that educational attainment is more than just 

academic study. It involves the creation and adoption of possibility, the participants self-

identity as ‘the kind of person who goes to university’, love of subject, which come together 

to create a lived narrative, a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

Once the narrative for academic study is in place specific choices can be made (the choice 

of course and university) resources can be identified brought to the task for example, extra-

curricular activities, careers lessons if helpful, and, and if deemed insufficient, new resources 

can be identified (for example, summer schools and internships) to achieve the goal: 
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‘…but it was worth you know trying, I said, ‘You know what try every avenue’. 

(Participant 12) 

This effective use of available resources reflects purposive activity reflecting a phenomenon 

initially identified in Chapter 4: to use any advantages of structure (good schools, extra-

curricular activity, university visits, internships) and build on them with personal agency.  

This goal directed approach described by many of the participants is not to suggest that the 

participants were focussed primarily on themselves, they ‘take’ but do not ‘give’. As has 

been shown in Chapter 5, 7 of them wished to share their learning experiences through the 

research so that others could more easily tread the path, they themselves were treading.  

The findings of this chapter also build on the theme identified in Chapter 4 - the importance 

of the personal and the social in encouraging academic attainment. ‘Academic study’ is too 

often seen as something in a box that does not influence wider life. In fact, that is a 

fundamental mistake. Personal attributes underpin effective study (de Vries and Rentfrow, 

2016) and in turn study strengthens and develops personal attributes. The disciplines of 

study spill over into work and careers (Gutman and Schoon, 2013). Thinking about ‘careers’, 

or undertaking extra-curricular activity, are not sequential instrumentalist steps, adopted at 

school and then jettisoned once a university place has been secured, they are iterative on-

going works of action and thought, which start in school, continue in university and persist 

after university. 

This importance and interplay of personal agency and soft skills is increasingly recognised 

even in careers traditionally seen as ‘technical’. While the British Academy for the 

Humanities and Social Sciences argued (perhaps unsurprisingly) for the importance of soft 

skills across industry and commerce, and that these were an additional benefit in 

undertaking degrees in  the arts and social sciences (British Academy 2017), the argument 

has also been made by others (for example, Deming 2017) who demonstrated that purely 

technical skills were increasingly de-prioritised by employers- what was needed was 

technical skills plus social and personal skills. Academic accreditation is one advantage of 

study, but it is not the sole advantage brought about by academic study.  

I also suggested in Chapter 4 that those groups who were not identified as being particularly 

helpful in securing a place at university (social workers and foster carers) were perhaps 

unable to do this simply because they did not have the experience and had not been part of 

that narrative of going to university themselves. However, this perspective risks ignoring 

something more fundamental. A care experienced person (but not a participant in this study) 

wrote the following: 

I vividly remember moving into a new foster placement at 11 and asking when I could go 

back to school. The answer: ‘Don’t worry about school right now; there are more important 

things to sort out first’ 

(Bentley 2013 p. 48)  

For a young person with a traumatised past, school can provide stability, and academic 

success can be a method of demonstrating personal agency and contribute to seeing a path 

in the world. Academic study is not something to be addressed only after other problems 

have been resolved, nor is it only a distraction from other problems, it can provide a way of 

understanding and managing difficult personal and emotional issues for care experienced 

people. In this perspective academic progress is not simply a way of achieving good grades 

or a good job, it can be a way of managing and transcending personal, familial and social 

trauma. I now turn to underpinning these observations with theory. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion 

7.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will discuss a theoretical model that unites and gives coherence to the 

circumstances, attitudes, activities and behaviours of the research participants, and how 

these factors coalesced to help them secure a place at university. I will be explicit in 

presenting my own experiences and reflections as a tool of possible critique (reflexivity) and 

I will identify and assess possible weaknesses in the research.  

In Chapter 3, I introduced the concept of critical realism: the interplay between structure and 

agency. In this chapter, I will argue, and seek to demonstrate, that Bourdieu’s concepts of 

‘habitus’, ‘capital’ and ‘field’ (Bourdieu 1986, Bourdieu 1988 and Bourdieu 1996) give a more 

granular understanding of the interplay between structure and agency and provide a 

theoretical model which provides one set of tools to help explain how the participants 

specific attitudes, behaviours and activities translated into a securing a university place.   

In the introduction to this research, and subsequently, I have stressed the importance of 

identifying strengths which can be built on rather than dwelling on problems that must be 

overcome, and I will argue that Bourdieu’s concepts offer an analysis for understanding and 

developing strengths. Bourdieu’s models provide not just propositional knowledge ‘knowing 

that’ but the models also offer ‘knowing how’ – the application of propositional knowledge. 

Bourdieu’s ideas have increasingly percolated into the mainstream (Firmin 2020, Reform 

2019) and there is perhaps a risk that Bourdieu’s work is viewed purely as a series of ‘grand 

ideas’ divorced from concrete reality. In fact, reading Bourdieu, as opposed to reading about 

Bourdieu, is to be reassured that his ideas are underpinned by detailed studies of real life. In 

this research I have stressed the importance of granularity, so this chapter while exploring 

the ideas of Bourdieu I will also link them to specific examples in the research and their 

implications for care experienced people. Key to this is establishing if the insights of the 

participants in this research can be translated into specific recommendations for the 

professionals who work with care experienced people and I tackle this in Chapter 8. 

I want this interpretation of theory and application to be based on the firmest possible 

foundation. As has been noted previously, there is perhaps more ‘room’ for the researcher’s 

world view to intrude in qualitative study (Oakley, 2005). Again, in line with the importance of 

reflexivity set out in Chapter 3, I therefore share my own experiences and how these might 

have affected my conclusions. I also offer a critique of this research and describe how the 

research might have been undertaken under different circumstances and identify future 

opportunities for research development.  

7.2 A theoretical model: Bourdieu 

Bourdieu introduced a rich new lexicon of concepts (Grenfell, 2014). Here I want to focus on 

three: ‘habitus’, ‘capital’ and ‘field’. Given the complexity and volume of Bourdieu’s work 

there are contested and differing interpretations of his concepts and their application, 

however, I believe the understanding described here resonates with generally accepted 

interpretations.    

‘Habitus’ can be defined as simultaneously a mode of being and a way of life (Maton, 2014). 

For example, the practice and profession of law might be identified as a habitus. It is both a 

mode of being (a person might say ‘I’m a lawyer’) and a way of life: for example, practicing 

law as a solicitor or barrister. Becoming a lawyer involves a series of exams to enter the 

habitus, and a form of apprenticeship in a legal workplace setting, while being a lawyer 
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involves a specific role (solicitor or barrister) which often involves performance in a public 

space called ‘the court’. ‘The legal mind’ (the term is instructive when applied to the concept 

of habitus) requires clear facts, written evidence, careful consideration of the facts and 

evidence and sober judgment before a decision is reached. While law is one habitus, each 

habitus, whether in law, accountancy or other areas is both defined and reinforced by a 

series of values, priorities, rules and codes (all of which may be written or unwritten, spoken 

and unspoken). Some of this knowledge is tacit (Polanyi, 1966), some explicit and some 

implicit (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 2002). Some of this knowledge and codes are obvious to all. 

For example, in the habitus of medicine, the person in the hospital wearing the long white 

coat with a stethoscope around her neck is probably a doctor. Other codes are extremely 

subtle. In a study of social mobility and elite firms it is described how brown shoes worn with 

a smart suit is considered grossly inappropriate (Social Mobility Commission, 2016). Habitus 

can occur at a range of levels– at an organisational or institutional level, in employment or 

professional level and each habitus may consist of other forms of habitus. For example, the 

civil service may form one habitus, but this in turn may consist of more than one habitus, for 

example, those parts of the civil service that are occupied by different professionals: one of 

government economists, another by government scientists and another by government 

medical officers. The boundaries of each habitus may well overlap with the boundaries of 

another habitus.  

Attitudes and behaviours associated with the habitus become a habit and individuals 

occupying the habitus internalise these values and expect them of others in the habitus. 

What is ‘obvious’ to people occupying the habitus is not all obvious to people outside the 

habitus. Habitus can thus be exclusionary: Laurison and Friedman (2015) record how 

humour is used in an exclusionary way by a group of elite TV producers. This exclusion may 

be consciously or unconsciously imposed from the habitus in-group on ‘outsiders’ and/or 

those outside the habitus may feel excluded through experience, lack of appropriate entry 

qualifications or a simple lack of desire to be part of the habitus. 

Habitus is not simply a lifestyle choice. It takes hard work and sustained effort to enter the 

habitus and remain part of it. It involves an ongoing conscious decision, with specific actions 

that follow. There is a close alignment between the professions and habitus: the habitus of 

law, or the habitus of medicine or of architecture. For example, many professions have 

moved to a model of a professional register. The register effectively defines who is, and who 

is not, in the profession and therefore the habitus. To remain on the register, a person is 

required to demonstrate how their practice as a professional has developed, a process 

described as continuous professional development (Eraut,1994). It is very difficult to 

demonstrate practice and continuous professional development outside of the profession, 

and in such circumstances the habitus becomes self-reinforcing.  

An example, that again relates to my proximity on this subject, is the habitus of professional 

social work. Social work became a ‘protected title’ in 2003, in other words, it is illegal to 

describe oneself as a social worker if you are not qualified and registered as a social worker 

(Bamford 2015). (There are parallels here with the illegality of making false claims to be a 

doctor or police officer). Whereas prior to 2003 anyone could potentially describe themselves 

in an employment setting as a ‘social worker’, with the introduction of the professional 

register for social workers the boundaries of the habitus were more tightly drawn. In my own 

case to be in the habitus of social work I am required to be qualified as a social worker, to 

continue as a social worker I am required to be on the register of social workers and to 

remain registered I am required to demonstrate ongoing relevant experience and 

development in social work. To be removed from the professional register is relatively easy – 

renewal of registration is now an annual process and all that it is necessary for me to do is 
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fail to submit adequate evidence of my on-going professional development to the registrar. 

Again, the habitus is self-reinforcing, to remain a member of the profession I need to 

demonstrate on-going practice, and to continue to be in practice I need to be a member of 

the profession.   

This example emphasises that it takes on-going work and sustained effort not only to enter 

the habitus but to remain in the habitus. It takes an ongoing active choice with specific 

actions that follow.    

I now want to turn to Bourdieu’s concept of capital (Bourdieu 1986, Moore 2014). ‘Capital’ in 

everyday language is often used to describe a pool of financial resources. Bourdieu’s 

concept of capital, alongside financial resources, additionally includes cultural capital (which 

incorporates educational qualifications) and social capital (Bourdieu,1986). These forms of 

capital, like financial capital, are assets that can be deployed to achieve personal or familial 

goals. Just as financial capital can be used to access goods and services that further 

possibilities (for example, paying a private tutor to help improve a child’s grades) these other 

forms of capital also open possibilities and options. For example, the capital contained in an 

educational qualification opens career possibilities – it is difficult, if not impossible, to be a 

lawyer without a law degree or equivalent. The capital of a professional qualification in law 

can be deployed in a legal career that will in turn generate financial capital throughout a 

lifetime of higher- than-average earnings. The capital of an educational qualification is 

however not restricted to law and medicine. The professions of teaching, social work and 

nursing are now graduate entry only. In Bourdieu’s model capital has a degree of inter-

changeability, financial capital can be converted into educational capital (for example, paying 

for private tutoring for a daughter or son) and educational capital (for example, a degree in 

law from a ‘good’ university) can be converted into on-going financial capital through a 

career in law. The financial costs of a law degree from a good university may well be an 

effective investment to secure a future lifetime of earnings as a partner in a law firm. 

However, educational attainment is not the only form of cultural capital. A broad and 

expanding knowledge of the arts, politics, sport and other aspects of society are an 

important part of a professional role – the more senior the role the more important they 

become. It is perhaps not coincidence that the model of ‘educational enrichment’ (Reform, 

2019) is seen not as an ‘optional extra’ to academic attainment but an integral part of 

academic attainment. Social capital in the form of relationships and networks (Granovetter 

1973, Small 2009) may also allow people to access privileged information and may even 

open job opportunities. It is also important in oiling the wheels of relationships with 

colleagues, or potential colleagues. People prefer to work with people whose background 

they recognise and who they are consequently more likely to get on with (Social Mobility 

Commission, 2016).  

These different forms of capital are not distributed equally. Allocations of capital vary widely 

between individuals nor do individuals necessarily hold these different forms of capital in 

equal amounts: for example, an artist may possess high cultural capital but low financial 

capital. In a criticism of Becker and his model of human capital (1975) Bourdieu notes that 

Becker fails to address both the unequal distribution of all forms of capital and the role of 

social capital in enhancing educational capital:    

‘Moreover, the economic and social yield of the educational qualification depends on the 

social capital, again inherited which can be used to back it up’  

(Bourdieu, 1986 p 107) 
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This observation reinforces the notion that educational attainment is linked to social, cultural 

and economic capital. Cultural capital might include parental belief in the importance of 

academic qualifications, especially a degree, as a consequence of which choosing the best 

available school becomes a major preoccupation, the subsequent encouragement and 

facilitation of academic study (for example, encouraging and facilitating homework), 

supporting and initiating extra-curricular activity, and encouraging realistic ambition through 

work experience and internships, and then supporting their older teenage children to choose 

the optimal university. Social capital might include developing positive relationships with 

teachers, asking friends for advice who have ‘insider’ knowledge of specific degrees or 

universities and using contacts to secure interesting internships.  

Given all this it is perhaps not surprising that one of the strongest indicators of educational 

attainment is socio-economic status (Crawford et al 2017, Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2019, 

Feinstein 2006, Sutton Trust 2010). Following on from this, while achieving the appropriate 

academic grades to secure a place at university is a necessity, achieving the academic 

grades requires a great deal of non-academic ancillary support and activity. To win a place 

at university requires a wider range of skills, experience and confidence which is developed 

and enhanced through formal and informal support. Encouragement from family (or in the 

case of the participants in this research encouragement by professionals or others) who 

have been to university themselves, an active choice by a young person, hard work, extra-

curricular activity, and a willingness to move away from home and to live with other people in 

student settings are all important factors.    

There are also differences in how one form of capital might convert to another. A degree 

might convert to a high paid job, but I cannot sell, give or transfer my degree to another 

person. Nor can the process of achieving a degree be (legally) ‘outsourced’ or achieved 

second hand. As Bourdieu points out in striking metaphors winning an educational 

qualification is like building muscle, or achieving a suntan, ultimately it can only be achieved 

by the individual involved. Bourdieu also argues that at a certain point capital becomes 

‘embodied’. Rather like achieving a degree cannot be outsourced, I cannot ‘lose’ my degree 

- it is with me for life. As Bourdieu puts it: 

‘being embodied has the same biological limits as its bearer’.  

(Bourdieu, 1986 p 109) 

Bourdieu therefore argues that the forms of capital are not just attributes of a person – they 

are the person. This comes back to the conception of habitus: not just a way of life but a 

mode of being.  

What is less often pointed out is that just as financial capital creates choice Bourdieu’s other 

forms of capital also create choice. Educational capital creates choice, one does not have to 

go into law with a law degree - there are wide range of other careers that are open through 

possession of this degree. As the job market rapidly changes the flexibility offered by a 

degree education can have a life-long value (Balaram and Wallace Stephens 2018).  

Finally, in this section I want to address the concept of field. For Bourdieu, field is the ‘space’ 

where habitus occurs, through the interactions between individuals and groups with varying 

allocations of different forms of capital (Thomson, 2014). Field is an elusive concept. The 

nature of Bourdieu’s field is that it has boundaries but while it might be straightforward to 

suggest architecture is a habitus (we know what architects do and generally where they do 

it) it is less easy to formulate the boundaries. Is a heritage building part of the architectural 

habitus when both its creators and commissioners are long dead? Rather what I want to 
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focus on here is that field is not just a conceptual space, or an abstract demarcation of 

space, it can also be a physical space.  

Different types of field-as-physical-space can vary in visibility. The large hospital populated 

by doctors, occupied by those in the habitus of medicine, identified by their white coats and 

stethoscopes, proclaims itself as the field of medicine. (Once out of the hospital the doctor 

will revert to civilian dress). Sometimes the physical field covers a geographical area rather 

than simply a building. The physical field of legal advocacy – those working as barristers – is 

very visible around Chancery Lane in central London. The Inns of Court and barrister’s 

chambers cluster around the two main civil and criminal courts of England – The Royal 

Courts in the Strand and the Old Bailey. In their journeys on public thoroughfares between 

chambers and court some barristers retain their gown signalling to the wider non-legal public 

that they too are part of the legal habitus. Nor is the field restricted to the buildings that 

function for this work (courts and chambers). Field expands into bars and restaurants in the 

area. As both these examples show, being in the field is a crucial part of preparing to be in 

the habitus and remaining in the habitus. A point often overlooked is that being part of the 

habitus, and spending time in the field, can often be enjoyable for the individuals involved, 

whether dealing with unusual and interesting cases, professional gossip or organisational 

politics. 

Bourdieu, writing from a French perspective, identifies the importance of being in Paris, and 

if necessary, moving to live in Paris, to achieve the best educational accreditation (Bourdieu, 

1996). For Bourdieu, the best opportunities for educational attainment in France are, in fact, 

physically located in Paris. In England there is a long tradition that students move away from 

home to attend university. Indeed, research has shown that those who study for degrees 

while living at home tend to do less well (Donnelly and Gamsu, 2018). Post university, being 

open to move across the country for work expands opportunities (Goodhart 2017, 

Papoutsaki et al 2020). For those who are able and willing to travel for a university place this 

is a good preparation to maximise career opportunities post degree.  

7.3 Applying the concepts of Bourdieu to the participants’ experiences 

The word ‘university’ is used in a variety of senses: as a concept (‘I want to go to university’), 

as a specific institution (I’m at the university of X’) or a specific place (‘I was at X university 

today’). In applying the concepts of habitus and field, it is therefore clearer to say that higher 

education is a habitus (Bourdieu 1988, Reay 2004, Webb et al 2017) and universities (as 

institution and as place) are the field. 

The habitus of higher education has distinctive values, priorities, rules (some of which may 

be explicit some implicit) and codes which differ from another type of habitus. For example, 

‘intellectual freedom’ might be prioritised and valued in the higher education habitus in a way 

that it may not be in the habitus of professional accountancy. Indeed, it might be argued that 

higher education may consists of more than one habitus: for example, an individual might 

introduce themselves in everyday conversation by saying ‘I’m a student’ or ‘I’m a 

postgraduate student’ or ‘I’m a researcher’ or ‘I’m a lecturer’ each delineating a slightly 

different area of the over-arching habitus of higher education.  

Higher education also has a field - the space where habitus occurs, through the interactions 

between individuals and groups – and the field is the university. Older universities proclaim 

their status as a ‘field’ of higher education habitus through historic buildings, but campus 

universities are just as effective at signalling field through their constellation of new(er) 

buildings whether built in a city centre or on the outskirts of a town. Within this field are 

smaller fields: the department, the lab. Again, field expands beyond the boundaries of 
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functional workspace. Most academics and students can identify ‘student’ pubs and bars in 

the vicinity of the university and many towns and cities with universities will have identified 

‘student neighbourhoods’. Again, being part of the higher education habitus, and presence in 

the field – whether for students or lecturers - can often be enjoyable for the individuals 

involved. 

However, the central point I wish to emphasise is that once higher education is recognised 

as a habitus, certain consequences follow. Like any other habitus, to enter and remain in the 

habitus of higher education it needs active choice and ongoing hard work by an individual. 

Further, as with any other habitus, for some of those who have had no or limited experience 

of this particular habitus, higher education may be perceived as irrelevant, unimportant, or 

even hostile (Hoggart 2009, Jackson and Marsden 1966, Reay 2017). 

Participants in this research consistently and actively chose to be in the habitus of higher 

education, developed enough capital to enter and remain in the habitus and physically 

located themselves in the ‘field’ of university. In Chapter 5, it was shown that 12 of the 

participants each saw themselves as ‘the kind of person who goes to university’. These were 

people who had a strong desire to enter the habitus of higher education. This was not simply 

a vague wish, an occasional fleeting thought, or a concept loosely entertained. The 

participants had a conviction that they were the sort of people who went to university and 

this translated into specific actions over a sustained period, for example, active preparation 

through long hours of homework. Other activities and attitudes for entering and remaining in 

the habitus included learning how to learn, extra-curricular activity, internships and summer 

schools and making trade-offs in maximising the chance of securing a university place. In 

short, participants developed and accrued capital to be part of the habitus. Becoming part of 

the habitus and remaining in the habitus, involved a conscious on-going choice through the 

hard work of securing a place and the hard work of remaining at university. Participants also 

wanted to be physically in the field – they attended university open days and many moved 

significant geographical distances to be at the university of their choice. Through being in the 

field (for example, university open days) they acquired knowledge of the habitus and thus 

enhanced their ability to become part of that habitus. 

Participants opted into a self-narrative (Abrams 2010, Baldwin 2013, Silva 2013, Willis 1977) 

of academic success which they then proceeded to live. In the terminology of Merton (1948), 

they created their own self-fulfilling prophecy. The narrative which translated into 

concretising actions (for example, homework) over time became self-reinforcing. Hours of 

homework translated into improved grades and improved grades translated into motivation 

for undertaking homework. Each of the participants was no longer the kind of person who 

went to university, each of the participants was the kind of person who was at university. 

Harrison’s model (2018) of ‘possible selves’ described in Chapter 5 is consistent with this 

model of wanting to be in the habitus, remaining in the habitus and the sustained effort 

required to achieve both. 

An integral part of this self-reinforcing narrative and this engine of progress towards the 

higher education habitus was their love of their academic subject. Fourteen of the 

participants expressed a strong commitment to their academic subject and this sustained 

them if they faced challenges or difficulties. As participant 14 put it: 

I’d say just find something that you really enjoy doing, because it’s easier to push, push 

yourself to do something you’re really excited about than something that someone else 

wants you to do. 

(Participant 14) 
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For some participants, their academic study of law (participant 13), engineering (participant 

16), science (participant 15) or architecture (participant 12) extended into their planned 

career (and in turn, the professional habitus of law, engineering, science, or architecture). 

For others, who were at the undergraduate stage, simply being in the habitus of higher 

education was currently enough, and their future plans were less certain. The participants 

conception of becoming part of the habitus was realistic – they knew what was required both 

in terms of hours worked and the steps they needed to progress. This model is rather 

different to the model of ‘aspiration’ where too often desire is divorced from reality. For many 

of their socio-economic contemporaries, unrealistic career goals and lack of understanding 

about the steps required to achieve these goals were as likely to be a hindrance as a help 

(St Clair et al 2013, ONS 2018 (a), Yates 2011). 

As was shown in Chapter 4 the possibility of entering the habitus of higher education was 

mediated by a range of individuals including teachers, an art therapist, peers and staff at the 

Virtual School. It seems reasonable to assume that many of these individuals had, for the 

most part, been to university themselves, and thus had some insight into the habitus of 

higher education. The individuals identified by the participants talked about the possibility of 

university not simply as an abstract notion, but from a position of personal experience of the 

habitus. Personal experience of university does not of course guarantee a supportive 

attitude, and a positive attitude to the value of university can of course come from an 

individual who has not been to university. But in terms of experience, understanding and 

specificity, that is in terms of habitus, an individual who has been part of the habitus of 

higher education has a greater understanding than a person who has not. These 

conversations helped create in the participants the possibility of going to university. Words 

created possibilities and in time some of these possibilities became realities. It was also 

described in Chapter 4 how many social workers and foster carers in the study did not 

discuss university with care experienced people in their care. It was suggested that this 

might be because they had no direct experience of university themselves. In this 

interpretation the habitus of higher education was unfamiliar to them. Indeed, it was 

described how the carers of participant 17 were actively hostile to the concept of higher 

education perhaps because they saw the habitus of university as irrelevant or exclusionary. 

It is difficult to conclude which came first: the desire by participants to be part of the habitus 

of higher education or the possibility of this habitus mediated by others. It seems most likely 

that the two are intertwined. What is clearer is the participants learnt from the social and 

cultural resources offered by those contacts who had been to university. But while 

discussion of possibilities was necessary talk by itself was not enough. In contrast, to the 

looked after young people I worked with as a social worker, who expressed an interest in 

going to university, but for whatever reason could not actually bring themselves to attend a 

university open day, these participants all wanted to be in the field at the earliest opportunity 

and consequently attended university open days. 

Once the ‘direction of travel’ towards the habitus of higher education was determined 

resources could be aligned to try make the possibility a reality. Again, entering the habitus 

takes time and dedication. As was shown in Chapter 4, a large majority of participants had 

attended a school rated ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted. A large majority of the participants 

acknowledged the importance of the school they attended, in helping them achieve their 

goal. As evidenced by their stability in educational settings 13 had attended the same 

secondary school between years 7 – 11. In contrast to their contemporaries in the care 

system: none of the research participants had apparently suffered a permanent exclusion 

from secondary school – or presumably they would have attended more than one secondary 

school prior to GCSEs (Children’s Commissioner 2018). However, while a ‘good’ or 
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‘outstanding’ school could be deemed necessary this was not sufficient. All the participants 

took advantage of the strengths of their schools and built on the opportunities provided with 

their own agency as shown by the amount of homework they undertook and the wider 

commitments they demonstrated to their chosen degree subject. 

As was shown in Chapter 6, 10 of the participants while at school took part in extra-curricular 

activity, often to a high level. Alongside their academic studies individuals had achieved 

awards from the Duke of Edinburgh scheme, competed at regional and national levels in 

karate, football and cheerleading, played in bands and performed on stage. Several of them 

had enjoyed visits abroad either as part of their studies or work experience. Their social and 

cultural capital thus gained could only enhance their educational capital. While ‘careers 

lessons’ were not identified as a significant factor, participants took what resources were on 

offer and incorporated these into their plans: for example, help with completing the UCAS 

form:  

…but it was worth, you know trying, I said. ‘You know what try every avenue’ 

(Participant 12) 

As part of the preparation for university application they participated in university open days, 

and a proportion attended summer schools and secured internships and work experience 

that contributed to their habitus of choice. All the participants attended university open days, 

and 4 either went to summer schools and / or had internships. In a further reinforcement of 

the importance of social and cultural capital in securing a place in the habitus, I described in 

Chapter 6, how participant 10, after winning a prestigious funded internship at 16, was left to 

find her own placement at a university research facility, and it was apparently assumed by 

the staff at the sponsoring organisation that all young people had high ‘given’ levels of social 

capital to draw on: 

Int: And Nuffield matched you with [the university of] X, did they? 

R: No erm, actually Nuffield erm, they tasked everybody with finding their own research 
placement, and only at the end would they give you like an emergency placement 
let’s say, if you really couldn’t find one on your own.  So I actually found X [university] 
on my own yeah. 

Int: I shouldn’t smile [name of participant], but the idea that you just let 17 year 
olds find their own research placements? 

R: It er, well it’s true, that’s how it is.  Obviously, they didn’t do that, but they told 
everybody that that was how it was erm, and then they surprised the last few.   

Int: Is that just me [name of participant] because it kind of feels like you know, if 
mummy or daddy is a kind of professor at a university you’re fine, but 
otherwise they’re a bit stuck as to kind of how to get you into somewhere? 

Once engaged in the process of choosing between different university offers, participants 

engaged in a series of trade-offs (Economist, 1998) to optimise their position. They not only 

undertook learning about their specific subjects of choice but reflected on their own learning 

(metacognition), learnt about the tactics and strategy of securing the best university place 

through summer schools and internships and then applied this in a series of savvy moves. In 

short, though the participants did not describe it as such, they were accumulating and then 

deploying social and cultural capital.  
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It was noticeable from Chapter 4 that many participants had travelled significant distances 

from home to take up their university place. By showing their willingness to travel and to 

move they demonstrated their ability to maximise their choices in the job market (Bridge 

Group 2019, Donnelly and Gamsu 2018, Papoutski et al 2020). Participants had not just 

seen university and learning as a conceptual space, they saw it as a physical place: they 

attended open days, took up summer schools, and worked in internships, they physically 

placed themselves in the educational opportunities they could secure. There is more than an 

echo here of the participants being prepared to move to be in the desired ‘field’. 

From Chapter 1, and subsequently, I have made the point that ‘knowing how’ is as important 

as ‘knowing that’. What is worthy of note is that none of the participants offered ‘academic 

ability’ as the reason that they were at, or had graduated from, university. Arguably, the 

academic skills of the participants might be ‘taken as read’. But what they were content to 

discuss was the techniques, knowledge, and strategies they had deployed in securing a 

place at university: undertaking homework, engaging with extra-curricular activity, attending 

university open days, learning how to learn, undertaking internships, attending summer 

schools and optimising their ability to secure a university place by engaging in ‘trade-offs’. 

These were individuals who certainly ‘knew that’ – they had the ‘propositional knowledge’ (or 

they would not have secured their place at university, or indeed their degree), but they also 

‘knew how’. They ‘knew how’ to deploy in concrete terms a range of attitudes, activities and 

behaviours with the goal of securing a place at university and this included a process of 

accumulating social and cultural capital.  

Consideration of the process of accumulating social and cultural capital gives an important 

insight. Entering and remaining in the habitus does not consist simply of executing a linear 

sequence of steps. Becoming and remaining part of a habitus is a process which is also 

iterative and cumulative. For example, professionals do not discard their work experiences of 

twenty or thirty years ago but often re-visit them with renewed insight that help improve 

practice in the present (Eraut 1994, Schon 2003). Thus, among the participants in this 

research, thinking about ‘careers’ was not limited to a class at school, but a consideration 

continually revisited even at university, as to how they might progress on their chosen path. 

In a similar vein, taking part in extra-curricular activity was not simply an activity that helped 

secure a university place but a range of activities that continued into and beyond university. 

An iterative and cumulative process to master a skill is sometimes described as ‘practice’ a 

repetitive process to improve technique. In Chapter 3, I noted Ryle’s distinction between 

‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’. As Ryle notes: 

‘We learn how by practice, schooled indeed by criticism and example, but quite often 

unaided by any lessons in the theory’ 

(Author’s underlining) 

(Ryle,1963 p 41)  

This constant practice eventually becomes a routine and as was noted earlier, attitudes and 

behaviours associated with the habitus become in time, a habit. The regular practice of the 

participants (for example, hard work, metacognition), if not already firmly established were 

on the way to becoming a habit. 

I have discussed the application of habitus, capital and field as a way of interpreting and 

understanding the reported experiences of the participants. Finally, I want to turn to the 

concept of embodiment. In Bourdieu’s analysis capital is not just the attribute of the person, 

it is the person. For example, it might be the case that to join the habitus of ‘science’ one has 

to want to be a scientist, be educated in science, work in science and have the worldview of 
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a scientist.  But at some stage on this continuum a person is no longer being educated in 

science, or working in science, or ‘doing science’ at a certain point one becomes a scientist. 

To illustrate this, I want to turn to participants 10, 8 and 15. Participant 10 was studying 

science as an undergraduate but had already completed (and been helped into university) 

by a prestigious research internship, participant 8 was undertaking a science PhD and 

participant 15 had just completed a science PhD and was starting a post-doctoral fellowship 

in science. These were not just individuals ‘doing science’, one was planning to be a 

scientist, one was well on the way to being a scientist and one was already a scientist. 

These individuals were increasingly embodying their educational capital on the way to 

becoming part of the scientific habitus. There are clear echoes here with Harrison’s ‘possible 

selves’ (2018) – achieving a qualification is not just academic credentialism (Willis, 2003) it is 

a journey to becoming the kind of person one wants to be. This is perhaps true of many 

students, but it is perhaps particular true of care experienced people who no longer wish to 

be defined solely by their ‘care experienced’ status.  

7.4 Putting the experiences of the research participants in context. 

A degree level of education, or higher, has become increasingly important over the last sixty 

years. The university sector has expanded though significant step-changes (Robbins 1963, 

Dearing 1997). This expansion of the university sector has meant that just short of 50% of all 

young people now attend university (DfE, 2018). While the concept and application of 

developing ‘human capital’ through universities has been conceptualised and popularised by 

Becker (1975) there is a recognition that human capital is not just a neo-liberal concept 

(Marginson 2017, Richardson 2018).  

While graduate earnings generally reflect the university attended, and the type and level of 

degree earned and vary by ethnicity and gender it is still true to say that graduates as a 

whole generally earn more, often substantially more, than non-graduates over the course of 

a lifetime (Belfield et al 2018, Britton et al 2016, Britton et al 2020, Walker and Zhu 2013). 

While possessing a degree does not guarantee job, let alone a career, without a degree, 

individuals are increasingly denied entry to employment and career opportunities. Many 

professions are now ‘graduate only’ entry including teaching, nursing and social work. Those 

in graduate jobs receive more opportunities for training and development (Luchinskaya and 

Dickson, 2019) and as a result are more likely to be able to upskill both to achieve promotion 

and to help them adapt to a changing jobs market. Graduates also enjoy improved other 

goods over non-graduates for example, better health (Brunner and Marmot, 2006) and 

higher levels of trust (Li et al, 2017). Attending university also has less measurable benefits, 

for example the enjoyment of study for its own sake, or social connections. Inevitably, with 

such a high proportion of people with a degree, further qualifications, for example a Masters 

degree is increasingly necessary to distinguish candidates in the careers market (Lindley 

and Machin 2013). But in a rapidly changing jobs market (Balaram and Wallace Stephens, 

2018) the core qualification of a degree remains an asset that gives individuals increased 

security and choice.  

But it is not just the content of a degree that is important, it is the process of undertaking a 

degree that is also important. The process of undertaking a degree teaches undergraduates 

to manage information, frame and answer questions and communicate complex information 

clearly. It also teaches individuals the skills to plan work over extended timescales, to work 

independently and to sustain engagement over long periods. Social skills are highly valued 

in the workforce (Deming 2017, de Vries and Rentfrow 2016, British Academy 2017) and 

attending university provides a forum to develop these. Students have the opportunity at 

university to study with a range of people, and if they have moved to be at university, the 
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opportunity to live with people who may be very different from themselves. A willingness and 

ability to move away from home to university is an indicator that individuals are willing to 

move again to find work (Papoutsaki et al, 2020) thus maximising their opportunities in the 

jobs market. Conversely, students who are unable or who are unwilling to move from home 

do less well in the jobs market (Donnelly and Gamsu, 2018).    

For the participants in this research study their investment (to continue in the terminology of 

capital) in the capital of education is a long-term one. In an uncertain world this investment 

can be deployed in a variety of ways in a range of potential work settings. Many jobs are 

under threat by automation or changing customer preferences. In this model having a 

degree is a method of risk management (Beck 1992, Harrison 2017).  

7.5 Reflexivity: a tool for correction and insight  

In Chapter 3, I introduced the concept of reflexivity which can be defined as: 

‘An individual’s self-critical approach that questions how knowledge is generated and, further 

how relations of power operate in this process.’ 

(D’Cruz, Gillingham and Melendez, 2007 p 75) 

As I noted then, this process both give the potential for correction, but also allows a dialogue 

between the researcher and the knowledge of the participant that provides richness to the 

research (Moffat et al 2005, Parton 2000). 

I have argued for the value and insights of proximity. For example, my experience as a 

social worker with looked after children prompted me to think about the significance of 

university open days. As a social worker I had had several conversations with young people 

on my caseload – who were usually in Year 11 or 12 – who expressed the desire to go to 

university. With each young person, on several occasions, I offered to take them to a 

university open day. I reassured them there were no strings attached and given the size of 

the crowd we would be just one adult and teenager among many hundreds of adults and 

teenagers on campus. No one would know we were social worker and looked after young 

person. On every occasion I was refused. In these cases, individuals considering going to 

university did not translate into wanting to visit a university. This inspired my question to the 

research participants about their attendance at university open days. Here the reverse was 

true - all the participants in the research attended one or more open days. 

While this was a fruitful line of enquiry prompted by proximity, proximity also prepared me for 

some of the more negative information about social workers and foster carers. In Chapter 4, 

I report the rapid turnover of allocated social workers and the variability in contact social 

workers had with some of the participants when they under 18. Here is participant 17:  

Int: You’ve told me a bit sort of factually about a social worker, did you have a 
number of social workers over your four years, or was it fairly constantly with 
one individual? 

R: No, I had around 10 that I can remember at least yeah.  I try, I can’t remember them 
all either, and I haven't met them all. 

Int: So some of them you never actually met? 

R: Yeah. 

Int: They didn’t come and see you? 
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R: No. 

Int: I’m shocked, but not surprised. 

R: [Laughs] 

While I had observed many examples of good or exceptional practice in social work, I have 

also observed too many examples of poor practice, and not just by front line staff, 

observations which are reflected in my comment of ‘I’m shocked but not surprised’.  

I also drew on my own experience of being an undergraduate student. One idea generated 

from personal experience involved the importance of a dedicated space for study. As an 

undergraduate I had enjoyed a ‘study-bedroom’. This allowed me to close my door on the 

world and focus on my study. Later in life, with further studies and work from the day job 

often coming home in the evening I did not have this advantage and became increasingly 

frustrated with working in the living room. I was determined that once we had enough money 

our next home would have a room that could become a study and consequently this came to 

pass. Having a study made working easier: it gave a degree of peace and quiet and meant 

books and papers did not have to be packed away at the end of every work session (Woolf, 

1981). I was interested to see whether this model of working was used by any participants in 

the study. It was not. On reflection, my way of undertaking academic study is probably rather 

twentieth century – a desk surrounded by paper. Another generation is more flexible and 

more mobile. 

In Chapter 3, I noted the importance of recognising and acknowledging emotion as a way of 

more richly understanding the experiences of the participants. With all the participants my 

overwhelming sense at the end of the interview was of being both humbled and privileged. 

Humbled, because from very challenging backgrounds these individuals had achieved so 

much. Privileged because they had willingly chosen to share this information with me in rich 

detail. This emotion resonated with reality - these were truly exceptional people.  

Finally, I want to comment on some ‘double reflexivity’ (May and Perry, 2010). In essence 

double reflexivity allows the researcher to gain more understanding of her or his own 

situation. Until I started on this research, I had not given a great deal of thought to why I had 

enjoyed the career opportunities I have had, the salary I have earned and the extent to 

which these had been underpinned by my undergraduate experience. While the 

classification of my first degree was less than outstanding, almost 40 years on, questions 

that elicit where I undertook my first degree, and my resulting answer, are still met with 

murmurs of approval. As Stiglitz (2014) points out possessing a degree is as much about 

signalling competency and commitment than any accumulated knowledge. In my experience 

this is an accurate assessment since the actual subject and the associated propositional 

knowledge of my first degree has never once come up in job interviews for my various paid 

roles over a near 40-year career. What university did provide me with was new experiences, 

improved social skills and increased confidence. A degree is not simply ‘knowing that’: it is 

also about ‘knowing how’ which includes how to accumulate, enhance and deploy social and 

cultural capital. Educational capital can be about the subject studied and the degree 

classification, but it is also about providing the confidence, the social skills and the simple 

status of possessing a degree.  

7.6 Limitations of the research 

The limitations of this research fall into four categories: that the participants were not a 

typical group, that issues of gender, ethnicity and disability were not addressed, that the 
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study is insufficiently ‘rigorous’ and that too much theoretical weight is placed on too small a 

sample. I will deal with these issues in turn.  

It is not surprising that the participants were not typical of care experienced people generally, 

in that they had secured a place at university, but neither were they representative of care 

experienced people at university. As has been shown, unlike most care experienced people 

at university many of the participants had secured a university place via A levels, a 

significant number had studied STEM subjects and many of them had attended or had 

graduated from Russell Group universities rather than attending post 1992 universities 

(Stevenson et al, 2020). In contrast to many care-experienced young people whose life 

chances had been blighted by drug misuse (Children’s Commissioner, 2018), homelessness 

(Action for Children, 2014) or criminal involvement (Fitzpatrick et al, 2016) here was a group 

who were either already in professional employment or well on their way to achieving such a 

role. If participants had faced mental health challenges (Meltzer 2003, Ford et al 2007) they 

had overcome them in so far as they had secured a place at university, were still attending 

university, or had graduated from university. It is worth remembering that the research 

question had asked ‘what do care experienced people say is important in leading them to 

successfully take up a place at university?’ The research question asked about success and 

success was described in spades. It is also important to acknowledge that the expansion of 

knowledge can benefit not just from studying the norm but also from studying the exceptions 

to the norm (Popper, 1969). 

I now turn to issues of gender, ethnicity and disability. This research did not examine issues 

of gender (females tend to out-perform males academically (OECD, 2015)), ethnicity 

(Universities UK / NUS, 2019), disability, or class (Crompton, 2008) all of which can affect 

academic performance. Nor did the study look at how these classifications interact – 

‘intersectionality’ (Collins and Bilge, 2016) - but while all these are all clearly important, they 

were beyond the feasibility of this research. Research is limited by resources, both time and 

money, and given greater resources more could have been undertaken.  

The research was undertaken as a small-scale qualitative study focusing on the views of 

care experienced people, with a self-selecting sample. However, a critique might be that this 

type of methodology is insufficiently rigorous. Such a critique might argue that there is a 

hierarchy of research evidence and corresponding methodologies with Randomised Control 

Trials (RCTs) at the apex. While contested (Webb, 2001) this view has gained some traction 

in social science generally (https://campbellcollaboration.org) and subsequently in social 

work and in the research and evaluation of children’s social work services 

(https://whatworks-csc.org.uk). However, even among the strongest advocates of ‘rigour 

through RCT’ there is a recognition of the challenges of applying the RCT model in real-life 

settings (Macdonald and Popay, 2013). A different perspective, and the one taken here, is 

that the methodology follows on from the research question and placing the views and the 

perspectives of care experienced people at the heart of an answer makes the research 

approach valid.  

Finally, I turn to the critique that too much theoretical weight is placed on too small a sample. 

A fuller study might start from the point that Harris estimates there were over 3,500 care 

experienced people at university (Harris, 2017). One approach would then be to catalogue 

the estimated population of 3,500 care experienced people at university and take a stratified 

sample in terms of gender, ethnicity, disability and other characteristics. It would also have 

been useful to take a fuller history of care careers, qualifications obtained, and to interview 

some of the teachers, foster carers, social workers and other individuals who played a role – 

a challenging task since contact between the participants and these significant individuals 

https://campbellcollaboration.org/
https://whatworks-csc.org.uk/
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had often ceased many years ago, for example, participant 1, now aged 29 was now some 

11 years beyond direct contact with teachers and social workers. However, again research is 

constrained by resources (both time and money) and research must fit within the bounds of 

feasibility. Instead, while recognising this was a small self-selecting sample, I believe it 

legitimate to argue that the study potentially opens a rich vein of research issues that need 

to be more fully explored. 

7.7 The context of care experienced people 

Care experienced people are under-represented at university. While the figure usually 

quoted is 6% a more accurate picture is 12% compared to almost 50% of all young people 

(Harrison, 2017). The prima facie explanation is that care experienced people under-perform 

at GCSE level (Harrison, 2017) and this blocks their progression to post 16 qualifications 

and university. An explanation that goes further recognises that care experienced people are 

almost exclusively drawn from the poorest socio-economic backgrounds. The poorest are 

most likely to be subject to child protection investigations (Bilson and Martin, 2016) and as  

first established back in 1989 by Bebbington and Miles (1989) they are more likely to be 

involved in care proceedings (Bilson et al 2017, Bywaters et al 2015, Bywaters et al 2017 

and Bywaters et al 2017). Just as barriers for educational attainment persist through the 

school career for socio-economically deprived children who are not in the care system 

(Hoggart 2009, Jackson and Marsden 1966, Willis 1977) they persist through the school 

career for those children and young people who are looked after. This group faces additional 

barriers through the trauma of their upbringing, mental health problems, instability in schools 

and placements and high turnover of social workers. While there are notable exceptions 

(Berridge 2006, Coman and Devaney 2011, Goodyer 2013) much research fails to put the 

educational under - attainment of care experienced people in their wider socio-economic 

context. The fact that such a high proportion of care experienced people do not go to 

university risks compounding their already de-privileged status in society. They are locked 

out of better paid jobs, and if they secure work are more likely to suffer from low wages, lack 

of opportunity and are more vulnerable to the changing jobs marketplace (Standing, 2014).  

Within this wider economic and social reality, I have described how 15 care experienced 

people successfully secured a place at university. While securing the required academic 

grades is foundational to acquiring a place at university there needs to be not only a desire 

to attend university but a willingness to follow through on a range of specific actions in a 

sustained manner over many years. The care experienced people in this research 

demonstrated both the desire to attend university and saw themselves as the kind of people 

who went to university, but this choice and belief was not in itself enough. Like any other 

habitus, to enter and remain in the habitus of university it needs active choice and ongoing 

hard work by an individual. Desire and choice only became reality through implementation. 

This is not to say that the sole or prime factor in their success was their ‘drive’, ‘grit’ or 

‘character’ (Pink 2009, Roberts 2009, Tough 2013). Indeed, the participants while 

acknowledging their own agency, also acknowledged the contributions of other individuals 

and circumstances. The participants did take advantage of opportunities when they were 

available. Many of them did attend good or outstanding schools but they built on this 

opportunity with long hours of homework. If opportunities were not available, they pressed 

ahead anyway. In time, the narratives they acted on became self-reinforcing: they were no 

longer the kind of person who went to university, they were the kind of person who was at 

university.  

7.8 Conclusions 
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A key theme of this research has been granularity – seeking the specifics of how some care 

experienced people secure a place at university. In this chapter by setting the accounts of 

the care experienced people in a theoretical context I have drawn the broad contours within 

which the specifics of attitudes, behaviours and activities make sense. The next task is to 

translate these specifics into recommendations for policy and practice and it is this I address 

in Chapter 8.  
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Chapter 8 Recommendations and Implementation 

8.1 Introduction 

In Chapters 4, 5 and 6 I described and analysed the circumstances, attitudes, behaviours 

and activities of the participants in this research. In Chapter 7, I proposed and applied a 

theoretical model which explained how these attitudes, behaviours and activities translated 

into the participants securing a place at university.  

As was set out in Chapter 1, a key priority of this research has been identifying strengths 

which can be built on rather than dwelling on problems that need to be overcome (Price at 

al, 2020) and explained how as a practitioner I often felt frustrated by ‘high level’ research 

recommendations which gave little guidance into how practice could be improved. In this 

chapter I will set out a series of recommendations about how the insights of the care 

experienced people, supported by the wider evidence, might be applicable to policy and 

practice. In line with a key theme of the research, the recommendations, especially the 

recommendations for practitioners, have a certain granularity: I am advocating for specific 

actions. What unites these recommendations is that they provide mechanisms for looked 

after children to develop and accrue capital should they wish to enter the habitus of higher 

education. Social workers, and other professionals, through adopting these 

recommendations, can play a major role in facilitating the development of capital to prepare 

looked after children to enter the habitus of higher education. 

Another theme of the research has been the contribution of proximity (Glasby and Beresford, 

2006). I have noted previously that I have had experience as a social work practitioner 

working with looked after children and young people but also have current experience of a 

policy role with a UK wide remit. As such I regularly observe how research seems to be 

rarely translated into policy or practice. This observation is not unique. As has been cited 

previously: 

‘…although social work academics want to influence social policy and are generally 

motivated and have knowledge to do so there is a lack of self-efficacy and skills to turn these 

good intentions into practice.’ 

(McLaughlin and Tan 2017, in Gal and Weiss-Gal (Eds) 2017 p. 213)    

Taking steps to maximise the possibility that research is translated into policy and practice is 

a process that necessarily moves on from ‘knowing that’ to ‘knowing how’. After setting out 

the recommendations I will therefore explore the barriers to translating research into policy 

and practice before arguing that a model of ‘the policy ecosystem’ offers the best 

understanding of maximising the impact of research on policy and practice. 

8.2 Recommendations 

In Chapter 3, I noted the growing influence of the involvement of service users in research 

and this included the expanding involvement of, and engagement with, looked after children 

and care experienced people in research (Holland 2009, Dixon et al 2019). However, there 

is still a long way to go. As recently as 2020, Sebba commented that while listening to 

children and young people who were looked after was one thing, acting on the messages 

heard was something else (Sebba, 2020). She called for young people being able to 

contribute ‘meaningfully’ about decisions made about their lives. She noted that: 

‘…we fail children and young people in care by designing and delivering services for them, 

not with them. This requires changes in attitudes as well as processes because it challenges 

professionals to see young people as ‘experts on their own lives …’ 
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(Sebba, 2020 p 5) 

I have noted previously that a considerable amount of research remains at a ‘high level’. For 

a practitioner it is difficult to operationalise research messages such as children and young 

people require ‘better support’ or ‘improved relationships’. Rather what is required is a 

greater specificity of recommendation. Other studies show the value of this shift to specific 

practical recommendations in social work (Wilberforce, 2019). Based on this research, I 

argue that the involvement of care experienced people can be more than an ethical 

imperative (Beresford, 2016), more than a political shift (Ocloo and Matthews, 2016) and 

vital though these are, the knowledge and insight from the participants can also provide a 

granularity of research findings that lead to insight as to how specific situations might be 

improved. I therefore offer ten specific recommendations. While a number of professionals 

and agencies come into contact with looked after children and care experienced people 

(teachers, social workers, personal assistants, foster carers, staff at residential homes, 

Virtual School staff and others) these groups vary considerably in terms of qualification, 

training, development, and contractual and legal responsibilities and I therefore direct these 

recommendations at social work practice.  

In Chapter 4, I described how social workers were apparently absent from involvement in the 

education of the participants and I argued that perhaps some social workers had an 

ambivalent relationship with formal education themselves. This ambivalence needs to be 

addressed by practitioners and managers. Recommendation 1 is that where it occurs, 

the discourse within certain circles in social work that education is marginal, seen as 

an optional extra, or something that need only be tackled once other problems are 

resolved, needs to be challenged. The case needs to be communicated that for some 

children and young people achievement in education is, by itself, a mechanism for building 

confidence and improving agency. As I also noted in Chapter 4 as a result of the legislative 

changes around the qualification and accreditation of social work, there is an increasing 

proportion of social workers who have a degree and a further degree (DfE 2018, DfE 2019), 

so it is possible that this particular discourse of education is already on the wane.  

Recommendation 2 is that part of challenging this discourse is to ensure accurate 

figures on the proportion of care experienced people who do secure a place at 

university. Harrison noted in 2019 that the proportion of care experienced people at 

university was routinely quoted as 6% by both the mainstream media (The Guardian, The 

BBC) and by those who have leadership roles in relation to services for care experienced 

people (The Chair of the Association of Children’s Services, the Children’s Minister) 

(Harrison, 2019 (b)). Inaccurate figures on the proportion of care experienced people at 

university undermine what has been achieved, not least by care experienced people 

themselves, acts as a dampener on those looked after young people who do want to go to 

university and those that support them. 

While there can be an implicit assumption in the relevant literature on university, looked after 

children and care experienced people that going to university is ‘a good thing’ there is 

remarkably little attention given to the tangible evidence of the value of a degree. In this 

research, the evidence of the value of a degree was gathered from a wide variety of sources 

but very little was found in the literature on looked after children and care experienced 

people. It is possible that for those who have experienced the habitus of higher education, 

including university-based researchers, it is self-evident that a university education, and 

consequently a degree, is a benefit (Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2019, Crawford et al 2017, 

Major and Machin 2018). However, for those outside the habitus it is perhaps not so obvious 

why a degree might be valuable. It is important to make the implicit explicit (Takeuchi and 
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Nonaka, 2002) and if a degree is valuable it is worth setting out why it might be valuable. 

More prosaically, it is much harder for a practitioner to have a conversation with a young 

person about the wisdom of a particular course of action (for example, the value of going to 

university) if the evidence is not easily available. Recommendation 3 is that it is important 

that social workers and personal advisors (those staff that work with care 

experienced people after they turn 18) not only advise on less tangible benefits (the 

value of study for itself) but have information that they can share with the children 

and young people they work with that sets out the value of a degree in terms of 

increased employability, increased earnings and increased choice and security. It is 

also important to emphasise as part of this information that while many individuals will start 

university aged 18, many others will start at a later age. This information needs to be 

presented as part of wider information about education options post 16. Clearly, this 

information needs to be communicated in a way that is both accessible and succinct. 

Further, for those social workers and personal advisors who have not had exposure, either 

directly or indirectly, to the habitus of higher education it is perhaps not immediately clear 

how a degree in History, Geography or English Literature can convert into a decent job, let 

alone a professional career. I would argue that this is a result of an understandable 

confusion between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’. The propositional knowledge - 

‘knowing that’ - contained in a degree may well convert to a career (for example, law into a 

legal career) but as has been argued university is as much about ‘knowing how’: for 

example, learning how to work independently, gathering relevant knowledge, communicating 

effectively as well as providing an opportunity to develop social skills. Recommendation 4 

is to communicate that the value of a degree is as much about the process of 

undertaking a degree as the actual subject of the degree itself. The information provided 

to social workers and personal assistants on the value of university should address these 

issues. 

In Chapter 3, I discussed how words could create possibility which could lead to reality. In 

Chapter 5 I discussed how the participants in the research study saw themselves as ‘the 

kind of people that went to university’. They created a narrative of success, which they then 

operationalised through specific activities and behaviours. Part of creating possibility is to 

talk about possibility. As was noted in Chapter 4 participants conversations with individuals 

created possibilities, and with active choice and appropriate work and support, possibilities 

can create realities. Recommendation 5 is that there is thus a great deal of value in 

social workers and personal assistants having ‘conversations of possibility’ with 

children and young people who are looked after about university. University is not the 

sole valid option for every looked after young person, but the possibility of university should 

be discussed when appropriate. Clearly such conversations of possibility need to be both 

age appropriate and reflect the advice and guidance of teachers about actual and potential 

academic attainment. It is important to stress that these are conversations of possibility, not 

conversations of fantasy. As a social work practitioner, I heard colleagues make remarks to 

young people such as ‘You can do anything you want!’ - remarks which were neither 

accurate nor helpful. 

In Chapter 5, I discussed how participants love of subject provided an engine of progress. It 

helped them choose a course and university, sustained them if they periodically found their 

studies difficult and for a proportion helped them onwards to a particular career. While this is 

not the only reason why individuals might choose to go to university, it was a key driver for 

14 of the 15 participants in this research. Supporting a love of subject is therefore an 

important consideration. While inculcation in a specific ‘love of subject’ is perhaps unlikely, 

recommendation 6 is that social workers need to encourage children and young 
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people, to follow and develop interests in specific subjects. This can be done by 

supporting relevant extra-curricular activity (see below) or encouraging young people to read 

specific books or listen to relevant quality TV or radio programmes. This is best done in 

conjunction with teachers, so that any material is both available and age appropriate.    

Recommendation 7 is that social workers need to stress the importance of homework 

to the children and young people who they work with and support and encourage 

foster carers in creating the right conditions for homework. Part of this support and 

encouragement will involve regular communications with teachers and the school. This is, of 

course, relevant for all looked after children but is also the case if looked after young people 

are expressing an active interested in attending university.  

Recommendation 8 is that social workers need to stress the importance of extra-

curricular activity to the children and young people who they work with and support 

foster carers in engaging looked after children with extra-curricular activity. Some 

extra-curricular activity needs a long-term commitment and may have financial costs (for 

example, the Duke of Edinburgh Award) but other ‘one – off’ activity can also be valuable, for 

example, taking a young person who is interested in the arts to a play, and of course, some 

extra-curricular activity can be both educational and free. 

Recommendation 9 is that if young people express an interest in university, social 

workers need to encourage them to attend university open days and facilitate them to 

do so. The practicalities of this need to be agreed with the young person themselves. Some 

young people will emphatically not want to attend with their social worker, others might 

attend with a foster carer or other trusted adult, and others may wish to go alone. Part of this 

facilitation will involve securing funding for the travel and possibly also advising on travel 

practicalities. 

Recommendation 10 is that social workers should work closely with Virtual Schools 

in supporting young people to consider summer schools. Entry to summer schools can 

be highly competitive (for example, the Sutton Trust summer schools described earlier have 

clear selection policies) so the identification of young people and appropriate support needs 

to be developed closely in connection with Virtual School staff. 

Like any other professional group, social workers already have a full workload. However, in 

the main, the recommendations identified here do not create significant additional burdens. 

Most of the recommendations can be incorporated within existing work, for example, social 

workers are required to visit each child on their case load at a regular interval at the 

placement (even if some social workers do not actually do so) and informal ‘conversations 

about possibility’ can take place when these visits occur. More formal conversations can 

occur as part of the existing structures, for example, the PEP (Personal Education Plan) 

meeting or LAC (Looked After Child) Review. The purpose of these meetings is to identify 

objectives in conjunction with the child and put in place the resources to enable the child to 

achieve these objectives.     

 8.3. Challenges of translating research into policy and practice 

A theme of this research has been the value of ‘proximity’. Now employed in a UK wide 

policy role, I am proximate to the shaping of national legislation and policies. The 

mobilisation of research knowledge to influence policy and improve services is not an 

optional extra. ‘Knowing that’ is not sufficient, it must be enhanced by ‘knowing how’. Careful 

consideration therefore needs to be given to how research knowledge that derives from the 

research question, can be translated into practice knowledge: 
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‘Evidence use…is about the improvement of public policy and public services for public 

benefit…’ 

(Davies et al, 2019 p370) 

There is a broad consensus both among the wider social policy research community (Alcock 

and May 2014, Lister 2010, Spicker 2014) and in the social work research community (Boaz 

and Blewitt 2013, Orme and Briar-Lawson 2013) that the use of research to influence policy 

and practice is a desirable objective. Indeed, some have argued that not to use research 

findings to develop policy and practice and thereby try and improve outcomes is, in fact, 

unethical (Coulter et al 2014, Ziebland et al (Eds) 2013). This general direction of travel is 

reflected in research for policy and practice in relation to both children’s education and 

children’s social work (Boaz et al, 2019).  

As has been previously noted, ‘knowing that’ there are challenges in translating research 

into policy and practice does not automatically translate into ‘knowing how’ research can 

translate into policy and practice and in this section, I will seek to address these challenges 

and how they might be addressed. There are of course important distinctions between policy 

and practice. Sometimes the assumption seems to be that an improvement in practice can 

only follow from an improvement in policy and later in this section I will challenge this 

assumption. However, at this point it is worth exploring two possible misunderstandings of 

how research translates into policy and practice. In doing so, I hope to make the implicit 

explicit (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 2002). The first is the ‘pipeline fallacy’, the second is the 

assumption that policy, ideally embodied in primary legislation, is the predominant or even 

sole lever for ensuring change.  

Green (2008) identifies what he calls the ‘pipeline fallacy’. This is the idea that research 

simply flows into ‘policy’ and subsequently onwards into ‘practice’. Research is simply 

adopted by policy makers (ministers and civil servants) and then fills up the ‘empty vessels’ 

of practitioners who then take on the lessons that have been learned. Part of the pipeline 

fallacy might be grounded in the idea that since the process of research is evidential, logical 

and sequential the incorporation of new research into new policy by politicians and civil 

servants and subsequently by practitioners is also evidential, logical and sequential. 

Variations on this evidential, logical and sequential view of policy making include the idea of 

the ‘policy cycle’ a set of stages of definition, exploration, decision-making and 

implementation (Cairney, 2019) or ‘research mapping’ which identifies several sources of 

relevant research, adds some intermediate stages (generating options, consulting, 

determining resources and then implementation) all of which brings relevant stakeholders 

around the table and all of which assumes all the stakeholders have both the necessary time 

and resources (Cairney, 2019). But as Cairney notes of these models these are: 

‘neither a good description nor a reasonable prescription for real-world policy making’ 

(Cairney 2019, p 23) 

Implicit within the pipeline model, the policy cycle and research mapping is an assumption 

that practitioners can only be influenced by research passing through the intermediate stage 

of ‘policy’.  

A key problem with this model is the stage at which policy formulation takes place. Policy 

formulation is both party political and may have a certain ‘world view’ which is antithetical to 

the research findings. Government policy is made in the context of party-political decisions 

(Cairney, 2006). While individual politicians and senior civil servants may prefer evidential, 
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logical and sequential approaches this may not survive a collision with wider political 

priorities. As Dickens notes: 

‘Social policy is political … it is political in a party politics sense – different political parties 

promote polices which they believe will benefit the nation as a whole, but also which they 

calculate will help them win elections’ 

(Dickens, 2016 p 21) 

This ‘politicisation of policy’ is in sharp contrast to a view of ‘technocratic merit’ where there 

is a broad consensus among experts about what needs to be done, politicians and civil 

servants listen carefully to these experts and the subsequent debate in government revolves 

around the nuances of specific findings, policies and delivery (Weiss 1977, Weiss 1989). 

This model of technocratic merit has been under challenge for some time. One variation was 

that the translation of research evidence into policy could never be perfect - but it could be 

‘good enough’. Lindblom’s model of ‘muddling through’ as a valid technique, though first 

published in 1959, gained increasing prominence and argued that such was the complexity 

of organisational life, constant improvisation in a world of uncertainty had to be 

acknowledged and dealt with. March and Simon offered a development of this in that in a 

world of uncertain knowledge, constant flux and competing demands those who sought to 

translate evidence into concrete change on the ground could only hope to ‘satisfice’: 

achieving a combination of ‘satisfactory’ situations with a ‘sacrifice’ of some cherished goals 

(March and Simon, 1993). Moore is very much in this tradition of Lindblom, March and 

Simon by acknowledging through a series of real-life case studies how policy makers in the 

public sector apply evidence to ‘fit’ with reality in the face of existing challenges (1995).  

Purcell in his review of twenty years of children’s services reform in England further erodes 

this model of research and technocratic merit as a shaper of policy: 

‘Children’s services reform is a more politicised process than commonly recognised’ 

(Purcell, 2020 p183) 

In an environment of increasing politicisation of views Purcell argues that: 

‘…it is generally ministers and their political advisers who direct policy, leaving civil servants 

to concentrate on the technical challenge of implementing politically determined reform 

priorities’ 

(Purcell, 2020 p177-178)  

An important aspect of organisational working is that groups – including party political groups 

and civil servants - can form a fixed mindset about what is a relevant and legitimate world 

view and what is irrelevant and illegitimate (Goffman 1986, Gramsci 2005, Janis 1972, Kuhn 

1962). Research that presents a picture which is at odds with this world view is research that 

risks being overlooked. Stevens (2011) describes in an ethnographic study of senior civil 

servants undertaking policy work how research that does not ‘fit’ the prevalent narrative is 

simply ignored. In Chapter 7, I discussed the concept of habitus, a world view that is not 

simply a way of life but a way of being. In a model that is not inconsistent with habitus, King 

and Crewe (2013) make the point that there is often a ‘cultural disconnect’ between those 

who are responsible for policy and services and those who both deliver and receive the 

services. They point out that senior civil servants who implement broad ideas into policy and 

their political masters often have very limited personal experience of the services they are 

responsible for. This is certainly true of state education. For example, 59% of Permanent 

Secretaries (the highest grade in the UK civil service) attended independent schools (private 
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schools or grammar schools) while 42% of junior ministers (politicians who are charged with 

specific responsibilities within a government department) attended independent schools 

(Sutton Trust / Social Mobility Commission 2019). In short, ministers and senior civil servants 

may well occupy a profoundly different habitus to that habitus for which they are responsible. 

I have argued throughout this research for the value of proximity and this is perhaps a 

challenge of lack of proximity. If limited numbers of ministers and senior civil servants have 

had direct experience of state schooling it seems likely that even less will have had 

experience of delivering social work services or being a recipient of social work services.  

The factors of a politicised agenda (Dickens 2016, Purcell 2019) differing world views 

(Goffman 1986, Gramsci 2005, Janis 1972, Kuhn 1962), the risk of ministers and senior civil 

servants occupying a very different habitus, cultural and occupational disconnect (King and 

Crewe, 2013) and the constraints of legacy (Goodin et al, 2008), can mean that research 

evidence falls on stony ground. 

But even if research can somehow influence policy, this assumes that agencies who are 

responsible for delivering the policy, in this case local authority departments for children and 

families and the social workers they employ, adopt the new policy fully, immediately, and 

unhesitatingly. A key theme introduced in Chapter 1 was identifying strengths. One author in 

arguing for the value of the strengths-based approach in management notes that: 

‘Organizations are beset by the belief that telling people what to do or what is needed is a 

sure-fire way to achieve the desired change – despite daily evidence that telling people what 

to do, or what you want, doesn’t work. Evidence of the hopeless optimism of this belief is 

present in every aspect of our lives. If telling people what to do made them adapt or change 

their behaviour we would all have perfectly behaved children and gum-free pavements, yet 

we don’t’ 

(Lewis et al, 2011 p15) 

A more developed model recognises there is a chain of implementation, between a 

government department and the frontline social work practitioner and at each stage of the 

chain there is the possibility that policy instructions may be lost, side-lined, misunderstood or 

simply ignored. One challenge is that the problems facing politicians and senior civil servants 

are replicated at local authority level – full workloads and competing demands. To deliver a 

new policy staff need to find space amidst the legacy of existing legislative requirements and 

existing responsibilities and services (Goodin et al, 2008). Staff may be unable, unwilling or 

face barriers to implementing a new policy (Bostock et al, 2018). They may also take the 

view that the latest policy initiative from on high is simply a ‘flash in the pan’ and if they wait 

long enough it will go away. 

At the end of the chain of implementation are front line practitioners, which includes social 

workers undertaking direct work with looked after children and young people. Lipsky argued 

that front-line practitioners not only implement policy they create policy as they go along, in 

an act of on-going improvisation (Lipsky, 1980). This is because in an environment with 

limited resources front-line professionals ultimately decide which required actions to follow 

up, which required actions they pretend to follow up and which required actions they ignore 

(either consciously or unconsciously). This process happens despite the chain of 

accountability in place that is part of the line management process. Indeed, line managers 

themselves improvise about what actions to take and what actions not to take because they 

too are in an environment of limited resources: they may have too many staff to manage, too 

many cases that need ‘special attention’ and too many other demands. As a result, to get 

through the day (consciously or unconsciously) they undertake a series of trade-offs with the 
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individuals they manage (‘If you do this, I’ll turn a blind eye to that’). Certainly, this model of 

Lipsky resonated with my own experience and observations of social work practice and 

management.  

8.4 Alternative models of translating research into action 

There is a danger that a belief in the role of government and senior civil servants as 

predominant or sole makers of policy can miss the reality that practice can be influenced in 

other ways. In short, research can influence practice without necessarily going via the policy 

gateway controlled by ministers and civil senior civil servants. A key route to bypassing this 

gateway and going directly to practitioners is via civil society. 

Civil society consists of a wide range of not-for-profit organisations that are autonomous of 

government (Kantor, 2003). The term civil society includes a wide range of organisations 

including unions, faith groups, professional associations, think-tanks and charities (these last 

sometimes also called not-for-profits or non-governmental organisations). Clearly, some 

professional organisations, and some charities, are more influential than others, and the 

influence of individual agencies can wax and wane, nevertheless both professional 

organisations and charities both can play a significant role in shaping how practice develops 

and as independent organisations they do not require the permission or endorsement of the 

government of the day to undertake this work. In the last twenty years, a variety of registered 

charities and professional networks have been created to address the challenges of low 

educational attainment generally and within this the low educational attainment among care 

experienced people. These charities include the Sutton Trust, Bright Sparks, Causeway, Into 

University, NNECL and the Virtual School Heads Association. What they have in common is 

that all acknowledge that there is a significant gap between high and low achieving students, 

that there is a major social and cultural component to this and seek an intervention that can 

bridge this gap. 

The Sutton Trust has been influential at a policy level through rigorous research into 

education and social mobility. Research work undertaken or commissioned by the Trust has 

been cited extensively in this research. Sutton Trust research reports combine both research 

rigour and accessibility which is likely a major factor in good coverage by the national media. 

This is research that is both timely and well communicated (Lamont, 2020). The Sutton Trust 

also provide summer schools to support individuals into university and Chapter 6 described 

how some participants in this research had attended Sutton Trust summer schools. Bright 

Sparks links doctoral students, or those who have recently completed a doctorate, to teach 

courses in schools with the aim of encouraging students to think about university and further 

degrees. The charity Causeway provide services to help students complete their UCAS 

forms while Into University provides supplementary schooling to aid university admission. 

NNECL (The National Network for the Education of Care Leavers) is an association of 

professionals working within universities to improve take-up of university places and support 

students at university while the Virtual School Heads Association brings together Virtual 

Heads to collaborate and share resources around looked after children and care 

experienced people at university. Sharing research with groups such as these might be more 

fruitful than waiting to share research with government minsters and civil servants. 

Other agencies have been created by a succession of governments to diversify the evidence 

base available to both agencies who deliver services (for example, local authorities) and 

individual practitioners. For example, the What Works Centre for Children’s Social Care joins 

a growing family of government sponsored ‘what works’ organisations (The Education 

Endowment Fund, The Early Intervention Foundation) which while aiming to build research 

evidence in education, social care and social work focusses heavily on randomised control 
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trials (Breckon and Gough, 2019). Research findings are aimed at government policy 

makers, local authorities and individual practitioners. Another example is the Children’s 

Social Care Innovation Programme which was established in 2014 by the Department for 

Education to experiment with and share new practice. Funding is available for local 

authorities on a competitive basis to explore different models of practice and intervention 

and the evaluations are made publicly available. This combination of charities, professional 

networks, research agencies and innovation programmes mean that instead of a model 

where research needs to pass through one ‘policy gateway’ to reach practitioners, a gateway 

controlled by politicians and senior civil servants, there are in fact, are a number of routes 

which bypass this gateway. Instead of a binary world with the researcher at one pole and 

government at the other pole, there is rather a policy ecosystem, a wide range of 

organisational actors with different degrees of influence who interact with government, with 

each other, with practitioners and directly with the children and young people they work with. 

In this model it may be more effective for a researcher to try and influence the influencers 

(for example, the Sutton Trust) or to influence professional bodies (for example, NNECL, 

Virtual School Heads) rather than to influence senior civil servants or national politicians.  

8.5 Conclusion  

This chapter makes ten granular recommendations that reflect the experiences, 

observations and insights of the participants in this research. The recommendations build on 

the theoretical model proposed that higher education is a habitus and that various forms of 

capital have to be acquired and developed to enter and remain in this habitus. Preparing to 

be in the field is important too (for example, through attendance at university open days or 

participating in summer schools or internships) since being in the field helps develop capital 

and thus increases the chance of entering and remaining in the habitus. In this interpretation, 

the role of social workers (and other professionals) is to support looked after children 

develop the capital to enter the habitus of higher education. 

A significant proportion of this chapter has focussed on the challenges of influencing 

ministers and senior civil servants and if a policy is adopted the challenges of 

implementation. In the Literature Review (Chapter 2) attention was given to the considerable 

policy output (much framed as legislation) over the last twenty years generated by a 

succession of governments (Labour, Coalition, Conservative) that relate to the education of 

children who are looked after. However, while law and policy are necessary, they are by 

themselves not sufficient: 

‘Commentators and analysts alike typically treated passage of the law as the total solution to 

transforming programmes on the ground’  

(Lennon and Corbett, 2003 p58) 

More prosaically, if government policy and legislation are indeed the sole solution why has 

not more progress been made in terms of the numbers of care experienced people at 

university (Harrison, 2019)? While acknowledging the importance of policy and legislation it 

is equally important to acknowledge the role of front-line practitioners, individuals who in 

their own way are also policy makers (Lipsky, 1980). I have also argued that it may be more 

effective for researchers to seek to influence individuals and organisations in the wider policy 

ecosystem, than focussing overly on ministers and politicians.     

Previously I have noted that: 

‘A strengths-based approach’ focusses on people’s goals and resources rather than their 

problems’. 
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(Price at al, 2020 p.1) 

This research has focussed on the strengths of a group of care experienced people who 

have secured a place at university. However, the involvement of care experienced people in 

research for the improvement of policy and practice is not simply an important ethical ‘nice-

to-have’. It can be an intensely practical process to help shape practice for the better. Unlike 

‘high level’ recommendations such as ‘better support’ or ‘improved relationships’ by 

systematically listening to the knowledge and expertise of the research participants and 

providing a theoretical explanation this research has been able to distil 10 recommendations 

for social work practitioners that are granular, specific, and perhaps with the benefit of the 

proximity of direct experience, achievable. It has perhaps been a journey of moving on from 

simply ‘knowing that’ to ‘knowing how’. 
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Chapter 9 – Conclusions: What do care experienced people say is 

important in leading them to successfully take up a place at 

university? 

9.1 The findings 

In this research, the majority of care experienced people attended ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ 

schools but also built on this structure of opportunity with their own agency. The participants 

spent significant time on homework both in the run up to GCSEs and in their preparation for 

‘A’ levels and other post 16 qualifications. They also saw themselves as ‘the kind of people 

who went to university’. This self-narrative was reinforced and concretised by the activities 

the participants themselves undertook which translated narratives of possibility into 

narratives of reality: they were no longer the sort of people who went to university, they were 

the kind of people who were at university. Many of the participants could also identify 

significant individuals with a range of roles who they identified as being particularly helpful in 

their journey to securing a place at university. Their love of their specific academic subject 

provided a compass to help them decide about their choice of both university and course 

and sustained them through their university studies. Visits to university open days were 

central to this process of decision making and many of them chose to physically relocate to 

university. For the participants, extra-curricular activity and the consideration of careers were 

not simply atomised, instrumentalist activities adopted at school as part of a curriculum, and 

then subsequently dropped, they were ongoing patterns of thought and activity that while 

starting pre-16, continued through university and beyond. For a proportion of the participants 

summer school and/or internships helped this process of securing more detailed knowledge 

on a subject and how this might be applied in both their formal studies and in the workplace. 

This iterative process of ‘learning how to learn’ extended to their motivation of undertaking 

the research interviews, they wanted to share what they had learned with a wider group.      

9.2 The application of theory to findings 

An advantage of theory is that it can have explanatory power. This research used Bourdieu’s 

concepts of habitus (1996) capital (1986) and field (Thomson, 2014) to provide an analysis 

of how the attitudes, behaviours and activities of the participants coalesced into successfully 

securing a place at university. Higher education was identified as a habitus and I made the 

argument that to be, and remain in, the habitus, takes both active choice and active on-going 

work. I have described how the research participants had developed the self-reinforcing 

narratives that they were the kind of people who went to university. With one exception, all 

the participants had a strong love of subject which for them acted as an engine of academic 

progress. I demonstrated that the research participants also developed capital to enhance 

and support their self-narrative and love of subject through homework, extra-curricular 

activity, attending university open days, and for some of them securing internships and/or 

attending summer schools. Throughout this process they continued to learn how to learn. I 

argued that they deployed this capital in the field as demonstrated by the fact that many of 

them physically re-located to attend a university of their choice. Finally, I proposed that 

through the process of embodiment this accumulating capital was not just an attribute of the 

participant it increasingly became the participant and illustrated this with the journey of three 

of the participants from simply ‘studying science’ to becoming scientists.    

9.3 Key recommendations & implementation 

Using the knowledge and insights of the research participants and interpreted by the 

theoretical models of Bourdieu it was then possible to shape ten recommendations for 
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practice: to challenge any discourse in social work that education is somehow peripheral, to 

ensure the proportion of care experienced people at university is accurately recorded and 

communicated, to communicate the tangible benefits of having a degree, to communicate 

that the value of a degree is as much about the process of undertaking a degree as the 

actual subject matter of the degree, to have ‘conversations of possibility’ with young people, 

to encourage a love of subject, to encourage and support homework and extra -curricular 

activity and where there is an expressed interest in university, to encourage and support 

visits to university open days and finally, where appropriate, to work with the Virtual School 

in encouraging and supporting young people to attend summer schools. The issue of 

implementation was then addressed to ensure that the recommendations do not simply 

remain within the realm of recommendation but are put into practice. 

9.4 The contribution of this research 

Prior to the early work of Jackson and colleagues (Jackson et al 2003, Jackson et al 2005, 

Chase et al 2006) the possibility of care experienced people going to university was barely 

considered. After the initial work by Jackson on looked after children, their educational 

attainment and care experienced people at university this has been an expanding field of 

research. Twenty years on, this body of research continues to grow. This research builds on 

and complements this existing body of research in four aspects.  

The application of Bourdieu in relation to education and higher education generally in the UK 

is not new (Reay 2004, Webb et al 2017). In terms of looked after children, Jackson’s idea of 

establishing specialist ‘education foster carers’ (Jackson et al, 2007) was certainly consistent 

with Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and capital, nevertheless, Jackson neither mentioned 

nor referenced Bourdieu in relation to this idea. McClung and Gayle (2013) included the term 

‘social capital’ in their article on education and looked after children but in a short piece did 

not develop how the concept might be applied. This research is new in relating Bourdieu’s 

concepts to care experienced people at university, in applying Bourdieu’s theory to explain 

how the attitudes, behaviours and activities of the research participants coalesced into 

successfully securing a place at university and suggesting how capital might move from 

simple academic accreditation to becoming part of the identity of the participants. 

While the idea of empowering or constraining self-narratives is not new (Abrams 2010, 

Baldwin 2013, Silva 2013, Merton 1948, Willis 1977) this research is new in applying the 

model of empowering self-narrative to the very concrete task of successfully securing a 

place at university by care experienced people. This research emphasises that empowering 

self-narrative is not enough in itself but has to be implemented through hard work and on-

going application by the participants themselves.   

Listening attentively to the knowledge and expertise of children and care experienced people 

is an increasingly established element of research with looked after children and care 

experienced people (Holland 2009, Dixon et al 2019). What is new in this research is 

combining the research findings of what the participants reported together with theorising to 

create granular recommendations for social work practice. The importance of listening 

attentively to care experienced people is not simply an ethical duty (Beresford, 2016) or a 

political duty (Ocloo and Matthews, 2016) crucial though these drivers are, it can be an 

intensely practical exercise that learns from the granularity of people’s lives and as in this 

research can be translated into specific recommendations for practice.  

There is perhaps also a danger that a strengths-based approach remains at the level of 

professional rhetoric and aspiration rather than being translated into concrete actions. This 

research demonstrated that framing the research question around the steps taken to achieve 
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a tangible goal (securing a university place) and asking care experienced people how they 

achieved this goal shows that specific strengths can be identified and once identified, these 

techniques and approaches can be shared and hopefully adopted more widely.  

Although a small-scale study, with a self-selecting sample, I believe it is legitimate to claim 

that this research opens a potentially rich vein of further research. In Chapter 7 I address the 

potential limitations of this research while arguing that a larger study with a stratified sample, 

could add quantitative heft, and explore issues such as care histories, gender, ethnicity and 

disability while also seeking the views of other participants in the educational journey: social 

workers, foster carers, teachers and others.  

9.5 Wider lessons arising from the research 

Educational attainment is linked to social and economic background. This is true of both 

wider society (Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2019, Crawford et al 2017, Friedman and Laurison 

2019, Major and Machin 2018) and it also true of looked after children. While there are 

notable exceptions (Berridge 2006, Coman and Devaney 2011, Goodyer 2013) there 

remains a risk that research in this area, and associated social work practice, becomes too 

abstracted from the wider social context: for example, the reality that educational attainment 

is closely linked with socio-economic circumstances and that care experienced people are 

drawn almost exclusively from the ranks of the poorest. In a similar vein, the discussion of 

the importance of a having a degree for care experienced people is abstracted from the 

social and economic advantages that degree status can bring.   

The importance of wider socio-economic context is reflected in the decision of this research 

to acknowledge those apparently prosaic, but crucial, aspects of social context which can 

also shape whether care experienced people do, or do not go, to university, for example 

university fees, or the reality that circumstances around schooling, formal exams, legislation 

and the funding of first degrees can vary profoundly between the four countries of the UK. If 

the research has value, applying it and re-interpreting it in the context of the differences 

between the four nations will be crucial. This acknowledgment of ‘the back-drop of reality’ is 

also recognised in Chapter 1 which argues that the necessity of this research is influenced 

by the substantial and growing population of looked after children and young people and the 

significant population of social workers and other professionals who work with them. 

A recurring theme throughout the research has been the distinction between ‘knowing that’ 

and ‘knowing how’. This is a valuable tool for teasing out the differences between 

propositional knowledge and applied knowledge. It is therefore particularly useful to help 

understand and bridge the gap between research and practice. The tool has been deployed 

in this research in a variety of ways: to explain that securing a place at university is not 

simply about ‘knowing that’ but also about ‘knowing how’, to explain the difference between 

the value of the propositional knowledge contained in a degree and the value in the process 

of undertaking a degree and to explain that if research knowledge is to be implemented in 

practice, ‘knowing that’ is not sufficient, ‘knowing how’ to translate research into practice is 

also crucial. As far as I am aware, the use of this conceptual tool created by Ryle (1963) has 

not been used in this area of research.  

I have consistently argued for the value of ‘proximity’ (Glasby and Beresford, 2006). 

Proximity can easily be a cover for mere anecdote however, I hope that it has been 

demonstrated here that used appropriately it can be an asset in ‘reality testing’ the genesis, 

process, findings and implications of research. This research uses my proximity, both as a 

former social work practitioner, and as a current policy practitioner, to try and close the gap 
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between research and practice (Green, 2008) or put another way, to help close the gap 

between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’.   

But proximity is wider than my experience as a social work practitioner or my experience of 

as a policy practitioner. I have explicitly addressed my own engagement with higher 

education in the section on reflexivity in Chapters 3 and 7. It is important to acknowledge, 

that a person undertaking a doctorate, or a university-based researcher, will have had a 

longer engagement with formal education, and the habitus of university, than most. This 

reflects the importance, as I have argued previously, of making the implicit explicit (Takeuchi 

and Nonaka, 2002). For existing or future researchers in this field the imperative of 

acknowledging their own experiences of education and higher education (both positive and 

negative) and how this might impact on their research of care experienced people and 

university is crucial. Experience is key to reflexivity and as I have argued reflexivity has the 

potential to allow the researcher to engage more intensely with the research, allows for 

better supervision and is important for external assessment and review.  

9.6 The impact of Covid-19 

The first Covid-19 induced ‘lock down’ occurred in March 2020 just as I was finishing my first 

wave of research interviews. Recruitment was going well and as I previously pointed out in 

the absence of the pandemic, I believe more participants would have come forward. As was 

reported in Chapter 3, as the lock down took hold, the decision was taken with my supervisor 

not to recruit any more research participants. The pandemic has created social and 

economic difficulties across society and the full implications will not be understood for some 

time. It is also too early to say with any confidence what the future will hold for wider society.  

The pandemic not only had implications for the research process but also for the research 

conclusions. In Chapter 7, I described how many of the research participants had re-located 

to live at the university of their choice and I argued that Bourdieu’s concept of field was 

instructive in explaining how participants saw university not just as a conceptual or abstract 

space but as a physical space where they physically wanted to be. Since the onset of the 

pandemic university teaching has, for the most part, shifted to delivery via digital and many 

students have returned home. As I write, it is also unknown if, and if so and when, 

universities will return to the ‘old normal’. What this all means for the individuals who 

participated in this research is unknown.  

9.7 Final considerations 

Not everyone should or can go to university. As participant 1 put it: 

‘I’m of the opinion that I don’t believe you have to go to university to be successful, and you 

can be, if you know, if you want to be a gardener and you make it as a gardener, then you’re 

successful and no one has the right to tell you that you’re not.  Er yeah, and if you’re happy 

in what you’re doing, and you’re loving what you’re doing, then you, you know you’re 

successful in your own right.  So yeah, I don’t believe that you have to go to university to, to 

be successful’ 

(Participant 1) 

But for care experienced people who wish to go to university, who have the ability to secure 

a place at university, and are willing to undertake the work required, should not be denied 

the benefits of university.  

Securing a degree is not just about the benefits of a higher income, or a more secure or 

rewarding job, consequential though these are. It is more than mere academic accreditation 
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(Willis, 2003). As Berridge (2017) points out, children and young people making the 

transition from being looked after to independence are active agents in their own lives and 

while this agency is shaped by circumstances, family, the professionals who work with them 

and wider society these individuals do play a significant role in their own lives, and 

consequently their own educational attainment.  

For many people, including care experienced people, securing a degree is a key milestone 

on the journey of becoming the sort of person you want to be. In Chapter 5 I described how 

three of the participants in the research were well on the way to becoming, or in one case 

had already achieved, the category of ‘scientist’, other participants were well on the journey 

to being an architect, an engineer, a teacher or a social worker.  I think it possible to suggest 

that for a number of the participants in this research, this journey is no longer about being 

defined solely by the label of ‘care experienced’ but being defined by the categories that 

these individuals chose for themselves. 

At the beginning of this thesis, I quoted the words from Chase, Simon and Jackson: 

‘By presenting young people in leaving care solely as ‘victims’ of systems that fail them, we 

risk ignoring and undermining the role they themselves play in determining their own futures, 

and the resilience and resourcefulness that many possess’   

(Chase, Simon and Jackson (Eds) 2006 p.2) 

In this research, adopting a strengths-based approach has allowed a spotlight to be focused 

on the educational attainment of a group of exceptional people who are not victims but active 

creators of their own lives. In so doing I hope this research sheds a wider light on how other 

care experienced people can be effectively supported to successfully take up a place at 

university.  
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An invitation 

 

Care Experienced / Care Leaver? 

At university or recently graduated? 

 

I am researching the question: 

 

What do care leavers at university say is important in leading them to 

successfully take up a university place? 

 

Participants in the research will complete a short questionnaire and take 

part in a interview. There is an involvement payment to recognise your 

contribution. 

 

Your experiences are important and might help others. 

 

To find out more contact Luke Geoghegan on  

luke.geoghegan@study.beds.ac.uk 

 

This is research being undertaken as part of a Professional Doctorate at the University of 

Bedfordshire 

 

 

Appendix 2 – Information Sheet 

mailto:luke.geoghegan@study.beds.ac.uk
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Care Experienced People / Care Leavers and a Degree level 

Education 

Information Sheet 

 

Who is doing this research? 

My name is Luke Geoghegan. I am studying at the University of Bedfordshire and 

have a long-term interest in understanding how young people become successful 

through attending university. 

What is the research trying to find out? 

I am researching the question: ‘What do care leavers at university say is important in 

leading them to successfully take up a university place?’ 

How is the research going to be done? 

I am doing a literature review (what people have said or written that is important or 

relevant to this subject), a questionnaire, and interviews which are either by phone or 

by Skype. 

Who can take part? 

Care leavers or care experienced people who have been offered a place at 

university, or are at university, or who have left university who are aged between 18 

and 30. 

Do I have to take part? 

No. But you do have important things to say. Your views, on your own situation, are 

very important, and might help others.  

If you do take part, you don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to, or you 

can end the interview at any time. 

 

What’s an involvement payment? 
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You are an expert by experience. Because your time is important, we make a small 

payment (£15) as a way of saying thank you for your contribution. You can have your 

involvement payment paid in cash or by voucher. 

What happens to the information collected? 

I will record the interview. You will have a chance to take anything out of the 

interview recording you don’t want recorded. The recording will be written up and I 

will do an analysis of all the interviews. The recordings and the write-ups will be held 

securely (e.g. password protected). I will be the only person to have access to these 

recordings and write-ups. 

I will be the only person who will know who said what. This is called your right to 

anonymity. Anything you tell me, that later you want to take back, will not be shared 

with anyone else. This is called your right to confidentiality. The only exception to 

confidentiality is if you tell me something which makes me think you, or someone you 

know, are at risk of harm. If I think this, I will let you know and I will have a 

conversation with you about it. I might then talk to someone about how help might be 

offered. I will always remember that you are an adult and you make your own 

choices. 

After the research has been completed the recordings and write-ups will be 

destroyed. 

What happens if I have further questions? 

If you have further questions, or want to discuss any aspect of this, you can contact 

me on luke.geoghegan@study.beds.ac.uk. This research is being undertaken as 

part of a Professional Doctorate at the University of Bedfordshire. If you want to 

verify any of this, and/or have an concerns and wish to raise them with someone 

else you can contact my research supervisor on Isabelle.brodie@beds.ac.uk 

 

Luke Geoghegan 4 Dec, 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3 – Consent Form 

mailto:luke.geoghegan@study.beds.ac.uk
mailto:Isabelle.brodie@beds.ac.uk
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Care Experienced and University - Interview Consent Form 

 

Dear XXXXX, 

I need to formally check that you are happy to take part in today’s interview. Please 

read or listen to these points and circle yes or no. If there’s anything you’re not sure 

about just ask. 

 

I understand the purpose of today’s interview. Yes / No  

 

I know that I don’t have to answer any questions I don’t want to and can stop taking 

part in the interview at any time without giving a reason. Yes / No 

 

I know that what I say might help people understand better how people who have 

had experience of care get to university. Apart from Luke, no one will know it was me 

who said these things. Yes / No 

 

I know that if I tell Luke anything that makes him worried about me, or someone else 

being harmed, he will tell me, and pass this information on to someone who might be 

able to help. Apart from this no one other than Luke will know it was me who said 

these things. Yes / No 

 

Your Name:  

 

Signature: 

 

Date:  

Appendix 4 – Involvement Payment Form 
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Care Experienced and University - Involvement Payment Form 

 
I would like to claim an involvement payment of £15.00 for taking part in this 
interview.   Yes / No  
 
I confirm that I took part in the above interview and can claim the involvement 
payment detailed above.  I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that 
receipt of this payment does not affect my entitlement to any welfare benefits.  I 
understand it is my responsibility to notify HMRC of this income and pay any tax due.  
 
 
 
Please tick box to confirm that you have received £ 15.00 in cash. 
 
 
Signed: _________________________ Date:  ______________________ 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For researcher use: 
 
Cash transferred: ___________________   Date:  ______________________ 
 
Comments:__________________________________________________ 

 

Appendix 5 – Questionnaire 
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Care Experienced and University – Questionnaire 

 

Don’t complete any questions that you don’t want to. Write as much (or as little) 

as you want to. 

 

Name:  

 

Email (in case I need to contact you): 

Mobile (in case I need to contact you): 

 

          

About your university and course 

 

University: 

 

Degree course: 

 

Your age: 

 

About School and College 

Which school or college were you attending when you achieved your qualifications? 

School or College name: 

 

City / Town or region: 
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How many secondary schools did you attend? 

 

On average how many hours homework did you do a night in the run-up to your 

GCSEs? 

 

Did you have a special place and time for doing your GCSE homework? 

 

What school or college were you attending when you achieved your GCSE 

qualifications? 

 

What was your qualification route for university (please state): ‘A’ levels / IB / NVQ 

Level 3 / Foundation Year? 

 

How many hours personal study did you do a night in the run up to your ‘A’ levels / 

IB / NVQ Level 3? 

 

Did you have a special place and time for this personal study? 

 

What school or college were you attending when you achieved these qualifications (if 

different from above) 

 

Now you are at university where are you living? Please state (can be one or more): 

 

• ‘Staying put’ (with foster carers) 

• My own place (e.g. council flat, housing association flat) 

• Hall of residence / student accommodation 

• Shared house / flat with other students 

• Other 
 

Any thoughts or comments you’d like to make? 

 

LG 10/12/2019 

Appendix 6 – Interview Schedule 
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Care Experienced People / Care Leavers and a Degree Level 

Education 

Interview Questions 

 

Introductions and practicalities (Discussion consent form). 

 

1. Please describe to me how you chose this degree? 
 

 

2. Please describe to me how you chose this university? 
 

 

3. I know that you got the grades that got you into this university. But was 
there any particular individual, or individuals, who encouraged you to think 
about university or gave you practical support? For example, carers, 
teachers, social workers…. 

 

 

4. Did your foster carers go to university? 
 

 

5. Did your foster carer work outside the home? 
 

 

6. How was the school seen by you and the community? Was it seen as good, 
or average….? 



196 
 

 

7. Did you do any organised extra-curricular activities while you were at 
school: e.g. play for sports team, play a musical instrument, do Duke of 
Edinburgh Award? 

 

 

8. When you were at school did you talk to anyone about what jobs they did 
and how they got to do them? 

 

 

9. What was careers advice like at the school? 
 

 

10. Did you have any advice about what course you should do or which 
university you should go to? 

 

 

11. Do you see yourself as the kind of person who goes to university? 
 

 

12. So how are you finding the course now?  
 

 

13. And how have you found the course generally?  
 

 

14. Can you tell me what your plans are for after graduation?  
 

 

15. What influenced your thinking on this?  
 

 

16. Thank you for talking to me. Is there anything you’d like to change or add?  
 

LG Final 12 Dec 2019 
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