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Background (contextual) introduction and rationale for the selection of the research topic

The legal definition of a care leaver can be found in The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 which states a “Care Leaver is someone who has been in the care of the Local Authority for a period of 13 weeks or more spanning their 16th birthday” (The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000). Whilst in care, the children are classed as being ‘Looked After Children (LAC) (Stein, Ward, and Courtney,2011 cited in Fuery, Harris -Evans, 2021) In the UK, there is an average of 10,000 care leavers per year” (Foster care UK, 2022). However, a significant body of evidence shows care leavers are underrepresented in higher education, for example only 6% go on to university (St Christopher’s Fellowship, 2022), and they are also less likely to complete their studies. This research topic, therefore, is of value in understanding the factors which lie behind this disparity. It is also of particular importance on a wider policy level as the life outcomes of care leavers are known to be poorer on average than the general population. This has resulted in strategies such as the ‘Care Leaver Covenant’ (Department for Education, 2018), a package of support from the public, private, and voluntary sector organizations to help raise the outcomes of care leavers. Within this is a commitment to work with the Office for Students to widen participation and support looked after children to attend university. This literature review discusses the rationale for the chosen methodology and methods to undertake the research, as well as ethical considerations that need to be taken into account when working with this cohort. A literary review is a comprehensive study and the interpretation of information relating to a particulate question (Aveyard, 20). A literary review will highlight what research has already, been undertaken, and is of a credible source and will help to identify where there are gaps or the scope for more research to be undertaken.
I move on to review a mix of both formal and grey literature on three key areas related to this research topic - policymakers with an interest in care leavers progressing to university; professionals and practitioners who support care leavers; and the voice of care leavers themselves. It will look at and review the evidence to draw lessons to enable policymakers to help shape initiatives; explore how practitioners and professionals who work with care leavers can inform good practice and appraise the experiences of care leavers who have successfully completed higher education. I conclude by offering a number of recommendations for future policy and practice.
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Methodology and methods

Research design - this research is comprised of a mixed methods study, i.e., both quantitative and qualitative, etc. Survey questions and case studies.
There have been some studies that have focussed on this topic, and some universities have higher numbers of students than others. These figures may not however be a true reflection of the numbers of care leavers in higher education as it is known that some students chose not to share this information (Dixon, 2007) This literary review aims to address some of the disadvantages young people face in their educational achievements because of having been looked after or after leaving care has had a direct impact on their lives.
[bookmark: _Hlk111379905]Some of the identified disadvantages attributing to the disparity in the number of care leavers attending higher education was that often they also experienced more gaps in their education, social exclusion, discrimination, and social deprivation. (Driscoll, 2011)
By entering variations of the research question into the search bar it enables credible information, to be generated. This in turn enables themes to be identified, in regard to common discussions both supporting or not of recorded literature. It enables the person reviewing the literature to identify what research has been previously undertaken and also following on from reading these reviews allows them to draw conclusions, and identify gaps in the research identifying what may need to be done in the future to illicit change, and deliver different outcomes for care leavers. Using a trusted source to conduct research is one of the most important ways to gather information. When reading previously written literature reviews have strategies to follow such as identifying credible sources. Looking at peer-reviewed articles (Gillis Mattson, 2017) will ensure that the information is credible. Use terms that will elicit the information which you want to explore. The literary review. Trusted sources used within this literary review were search engines such as google scholar, and also the University Of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) online library. Trusted sources ensure that access to credible and verified sources and peer-reviewed articles.
Understanding different methods of research and why and when to apply them influences the way in which this literary review was undertaken. Enabling being able to develop a style and understanding of what information would be  sought, and how it was then necessary to compare different researchers’ material to glean whether it was relevant, whether there were themes or whether researchers had conflicting arguments around the topics studied : (Wright, Harvey, and Simpson, n.d.)
Gathering qualitative research (Liamputtong, 2020) is becoming increasingly more of a requirement to demonstrate the systematic approach to research. It enables the researcher to dismiss information that does not provide evidence and answers to the research question, with evidence and not as judgment, Qualitative is fact-based and measurable enabling the researcher to demonstrate what they have read and where. (Shaw et al., 2004)
The theoretical framework influences the way information is studied and interpreted, triggering the enactment of emotional responses (Pekaar et al., 2020)


Research questions (some examples) these are some of the variations of the research question used initially before deciding on the final research question. Some of these were used to identify what research had been conducted previously and whether the articles that were accessed addressed the question posed. Some researchers had a list of possible questions within their articles which served to influence the research undertaken.
What factors are associated with attainment at age 18 for care leavers? 
How can we account for care leavers who succeed at 18 years old despite requiring social work interventions due to severe early adversity? 
What impact does financial, educational, and social work support have on educational outcomes in higher education? 
What are the views of care leavers on factors affecting progression to and completion of higher education qualifications? 
Why did you drop out of university?
What would have encouraged you to remain at university?
Do you feel you need more career advice?
What or who makes the difference in raising educational aspirations for care experienced young people?
What attributes and characteristics do care experienced young people have that help them to achieve educational success?
What are the range of issues that care experienced young people need support with while they study?
what support approaches are most useful while they study?  (Pinkney and Walker, 2020)
Potential issues – due to low numbers of care leavers entering higher education you may struggle to find participants. There may be a lack of engagement with interview questions/research leading to incomplete findings. The book by Chase et al (2005) ‘In Care and After A Positive Perspective’ highlights some of the challenges in researching children in care. See chapter 10: 10.4324_9780203101186-10_chapterpdf.pdf
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Consideration of the importance of ethical practice in research (including the role of ethical codes and committees

This research will be carried out in line with the University’s guidelines on ethical practice with research submitted to the university’s committee for approval. Due to the vulnerable nature of the participants, great care will be taken to follow the guiding principles of protecting the rights of the participants, ensuring the validity of this research, and maintaining integrity throughout. This will include adherence to confidentiality and data protection, a full explanation of the reasons and rationale for the research, and the rights of the participants to withdraw at any time. Informed consent, confidentiality.
For care leavers ensuring that they feel supported and understood, in sharing sensitive information with more people, can elicit vulnerability and exposure, as trusting unknown people and services can be difficult providing information about ethics and confidentiality may make this a less daunting prospect for them (Groinig and Sting, 2019)
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A comprehensive review of published literature related to the research topic

Several databases were searched including Google Scholar, Taylor and Francis Online, and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David library. Search terms included a combination of ‘care leavers’; ‘looked after children; ‘higher education; ‘university’; ‘transition’; ‘interventions’; ‘policy’; UK; ‘experiences’; social workers etc. These searches revealed that this research topic is under-researched. This is possibly due to the small numbers of care leavers entering higher education and further reason for this proposal. It was found that Google Scholar was the easiest to use, and the filters it provided allowed the results displayed to be relevant.
Themes were identified whilst reading literature reviews. A theme was identified by the number of times the same topic was mentioned by different authors, or in drawing their conclusions and recommendations identifying the key topics that were mentioned as ways in the future outcomes could be different.
Some of the identified disadvantages attributing to the disparity in the number of care leavers attending higher education were that often they also experienced more gaps in their education, social exclusion, discrimination, and social deprivation. (Driscoll, 2011)
Jo Dixon (Dixon, 2007) discusses protective factors associated with care leavers and education, this comes in relation to laws and legislation, and how a LAC leaving care will receive ongoing support from the local authority. If this is in place, then the young person should have some of the worries and anxieties reduced when deciding to enter higher education. There should be financial support as well as support around accommodation during out-of-term times. This differs from the experiences of their peers who may receive this support from family and return home during the periods mentioned,
Dixon further discusses the obstacles care, leavers, continue to experience against their peers, and the progress and divide being slow. The emotional support for care leavers differs as often as they reach the age where they can go onto higher education, foster placements come to an end, or residential homes do not accommodate them. The LA ceases to be their corporate parent and no longer supports them, the exception been that should the young person go onto higher education then the interactions with the young person will continue until they are 25. Their peers will more than likely not have an age where their families no longer offer this support, especially whilst studying.
There is evidence that demonstrates the kind of care placement a young person has had greatly affects their experience with education. Young people who have had a long-term stable placement, for example, a long-term foster placement, will in most cases have had better attendance, and achieve better results in GCSEs. it is understood that stability, safety, and security contribute toward these better outcomes. (Unrau, Seita and Putney, 2008) This is seen to be the case with young people who have not been in care, meanwhile, it is evidenced that young people who have had numerous placement breakdowns, leading to multiple moves and a complete lack of stability, this could also be the case for young people who have had inconsistent social workers, who have had placements away from the originating LA. This impacts relationships, trust, and the ability to build bonds with peers and the families or homes they are placed with.
Care leavers’ past experiences may have come from many different adversities which they have witnessed or/and experienced, especially in contrast to their peers who will not have the same experiences, neglect and abuse, poverty, drug misuse within their home, domestic violence, these are some of the reasons which they may have needed alternative care provisions to be made. Some may not even be fully aware of the reasons and may not kno)w the full history of what led to them being LAC. Whilst their non-looked-after peers may have knowledge of these early childhood adversities, having not experienced them, when making decisions about entering higher education, thus enabling a smoother transition into higher education with lower fears and worries.
Young people who have been LAC often have experienced Mental Health difficulties. This may be the same for their peers but with other lived experiences and access at the time to support and address their mental health needs. As the world recovers from the pandemic it is highlighted that more young people than ever are experiencing and encountering different mental health problems, but the services available are difficult to access. Young people who have been in care have frequently had missed opportunities to address their mental health needs and the isolation sometimes felt when entering higher education has shown that they fail to know what is available to them or how to access it, often with fear that it will not be supported.



Policymakers – As mentioned in the introduction, the life outcomes for care leavers are known to be poorer than the wider population. This has resulted in several policies from the central government to improve educational attainment, and in particular widening participation. However, a number of researchers have looked at the effectiveness of such policies.
The Office for Students (2020) explores the differences in continuation rates for care leavers in higher education Differences in student outcomes – further characteristics (officeforstudents.org.uk)
Budd (2016) argues how widening participation students face multiple barriers during higher education
Harrison (2019) queries why there has not been much progress for care experienced students in England.
Mendes and Rodgers (2020) discuss extending the age at which care leavers will continue to receive support from the local authorities. 

Practitioners/Professionals Have a key role to support care leavers who remain in education.
A study by the Children’s Research Network points to the importance of stability and resilience.
A briefing by The Office for Fair Access (accessed 2022) shows the ways institutions can support care leavers through their access agreements 
Gazeley & Hinton-Smith (2018) discuss the factors which support the success of looked after children in higher education
Some of these disadvantages can be exasperated amongst care leavers who have not had stable placements, often long-term foster care placements show more long-term stability than those care leavers who have numerous placement changes (Goddard, 2006)
McNamara et al (2018) discuss how education is the passport out of poverty, and how care leavers’ access to higher education is at a low entrance level compared to their peers wo have not experienced care.


Voice of care leavers – Some care leavers do not believe higher education is for them and due to the small numbers entering have a lack of role models. Other findings point to a reluctance to disclose their status and mental health issues.
Cotton & Nash (2014) research the experience of care leavers in UK higher education
Harrison et al (2020) discuss the transformational potential to transcend childhood adversity after studying the outcomes of 1,010 full-time students identified as care-experienced in 2016/17.
The Leverhulme Trust's Pathways Project Care experienced students and looked after children - Office for Students explored the barriers 234 care experienced students faced in accessing university, and the support that helps them succeed. 
When care leavers approaching 18 have Pathway plans completed with their Personal Advisers, It is important that their wishes around higher education are well documented so a plan for this transition can be formulated, involving the right support, particularly within the chosen university. Giving the young people the added reassurance that support will be available. (Cotton, Nash, and Kneale, 2014) confidence in the ongoing keyworker will further help to establish trust and beliefs 
Bland (2018) discusses the risk of homelessness due to estrangement from the family that a study of 564 care leavers faced.
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Findings and discussions based on the review of published literature

Key findings from the literature have identified 
1) The need for targeted support on entering and during higher education.
 2) Practitioners and professionals working with this cohort need to be appropriately skilled by ensuring good practice is linked to insights derived from research related to the experiences of care leavers who have completed higher education.
3) The importance of listening to the ‘voice’ of care leavers in informing policy and practice (Dixon, Ward, and Blower, 2018)
3) Practitioners need to identify where possible more stability during the in-care period, in relation to placements and the quality of these placements.
 4) A study (Jackson, Ajayi, and Quigley 2005) identified a lack of knowledge of courses to study, information, and advice when identifying universities contributed to young people not pursuing higher education.
5) Matheson( 2019) discusses how adverse childhood experiences could also be a positive influence for some, giving care leavers the drive and resilience to access higher education and succeed in their education.
 6) Although there is recognition of the need for changes to policies that support care leavers these are not always interpreted and implemented by all in the same way, thus leading to the vast differences in the experiences which are discussed.
 7) Having experienced a stable compulsory education, increases the interest in accessing higher education.
8) The inconsistency of multiple placements, and loss of developing lasting and meaningful relationships in foster placements, residential settings, and peer groups both in and out of school, have a direct impact on how many care leavers pursue a higher education course..
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Conclusions and recommendations for future policy and practice

In summary, care leavers often need to overcome a range of barriers and challenges to progress to higher education. The findings of this review suggest both policymakers and health care practitioners and professionals have an important facilitative role to play in creating the conditions for ensuring this cohort of young people are supported not only to progress but to complete their studies via targeted interventions. In turn, such strategies need to be underlined by the experiences of care leavers who have successfully graduated. Steps that can be taken to achieve this are as follows: Financial support, Care leavers acting as mentors to other care leavers, etc. if 18+ care leavers professionals were to liaise better with higher education providers around the main areas identified to support young people, such as finance, housing, emotional support, and fully explored these needs before identifying the university or higher education provider it would encourage more care leavers to enter higher education.  A review of the current policies and legislation about care leavers requires the post-18 support which is extended to age 25 for those in higher education, needs to be more robust so that the engagement with professionals is consistent and meaningful.  Further research needs to be undertaken to ascertain whether amongst care leavers their ethnicity, sexual orientation, and demographics in relation to where they apply to study and where they have lived influence enrolling at universities, and how gaining this information could influence how the policies are written, identifying areas where further support or services are required and how they could be implemented. Many researchers have identified that hearing the voice of the child is of the utmost importance, and this also needs to form the solid foundations which will enable the disparity care leavers admittance to higher education is going to begin to reduce. Good life chances and opportunities are not afforded to everyone, but for the gap to be closed between those with lived care experiences and those who have no experience of life as a looked after child and the influences that have on their long-term future, addressing the issuers that arise from the start of the looked after journey, rather than when issues and concerns arise. The professionals can identify emerging and established causes of concern, and this should be what informs the policy writers and encourages the changes required. A new package of service delivery needs to be formulated for care leavers, that supports all needs, it is not simply a case of more money, services, or support, it is a need for all of these to work together to minimize the gap that is in place.
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