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Introduction:
Young people leaving care face multiple disadvantages when transitioning into independent living and can negatively impact their attempts to access higher education and employment. Research on the transition of care leavers into higher education is very limited. The focus of this research is to look at the factors affecting young care leavers when entering higher education
Methods:
To answer the research question and explore the factors affecting care leavers’ transition into higher education a secondary research methodology was used. A review of existing literature was done focusing on the UK in the last 20 years.
Literature Review:
All of the literature consulted for this research identifies care leavers in the UK to be one of the most disadvantaged groups in society. Care leavers are less likely to participate in training, education or employment compared to their peers who are not in difficulty or are likely to underachieve if they do. Factors that contribute to the reluctance or lack of participation of care leavers in higher education or further study are stigma associated with care leavers’ identity, lack of positive role models and lack of support from family or corporate parents. Other issues such as mental health needs, financial difficulties, lack of funding and gaps in services once they transition all contribute to the outcome.
Discussion:
Services ending abruptly once young people transition can also result in the disruption of education, however, other factors such as previous attitudes and experiences of education such as a history of underachieving academically, the lack of emotional and financial support from biological and corporate parents when dealing with challenges related to higher education and issues such as care leavers identity and perceived limitations associated with this both by the young people themselves as well as the people guiding and supporting them all affect young care leaver’s chances of success.
Conclusion: 
Effective pathway planning, the intervention of higher education institution and government debt agencies as well as multiagency coordination are some of the factors that could improve the prospects of young care leavers and their chances ty complete further education and maintain employment.  









[bookmark: _Toc41200576]1.Introduction


Statistics show that young people leaving care face multiple disadvantages when transitioning into independent living compared to the general population, this can negatively impact their attempts to access higher education and employment. While there is a wide body of research on the challenges faced by care leavers only a small part of this addresses the issues they come across when they want to continue their studies.
As part of my research assignment for BSc level 5 ‘Introduction to research studies in health and social care’, I wanted to investigate what factors and barriers affect young care leavers’ going into higher education in the UK.
This topic is of interest to me because after gaining my qualification, I would like to work with young care leavers in the field of independent living. Having the ability to personally help someone transition from the care system to living independently, would give me great satisfaction and this research assignment has given me the opportunity to gain an insight into the challenges young care leavers are faced with when trying to access or succeed in higher education. After identifying the main problems, they face as well as the different support and resources available I will try to give possible solutions. I would presume that an independent living support worker would have access to all information on support services they could forward on to the care leavers they are looking after. However, if the social worker did not fully understand the full extent of contributing factors they may fail in their duty of care. This research will benefit other Social Care students interested in this area. 


[bookmark: _Toc41200577]2.Literature review

All of the literature consulted for this research identifies care leavers in the UK to be one of the most disadvantaged groups in society. Statistics show that they are more likely to experience negative long-term outcomes such as social isolation, poverty, homelessness, early parenthood, mental health issues and involvement with the juvenile justice system (Bluff, King and McMahon, 2012),(Hyde-Dryden, 2013). 
Family contact or estrangement, lack of social networks, environment and insufficient post-care support are all factors likely to affect the experience of care leavers as they attempt to transition into adult living whether they opt to go into further education or employment (Dixon, 2012). 
However, despite the consensus that this vulnerable group faces multiple challenges there seems to be a lack of literature focusing specifically on the experience of care leavers transitioning into higher education. A focus on this topic could help identify opportunities to support and encourage young care leavers to continue their study, allowing them to overcome their situations and lead independent, fulfilled lives.
The aims of this research are to:
1. Establish the impact of social surroundings, available facilities and living environment of care leavers going into further education in the UK
2. Highlight the barriers they face in the transition into higher education
3. Identify the support available to care leavers in higher education institutions and other organisations
To achieve these aims, the following objectives have been set:
1. Review the above information from the literature available: journals, focus group reviews, care leavers interviews.
2. Review the facts relating to care leavers’ social and support networks


Research has shown that children in care struggle to succeed academically and this is later reflected in the way they approach further education(Bluff, King and McMahon, 2012) (Maclean and Gunion, 2016).  According to Cameron et al., (2007) and Dixon (2012) care leavers are less likely to participate in training, education or employment compared to their peers who are not in difficulty or are likely to underachieve if they do. 
Factors that contribute to the reluctance or lack of participation of care leavers in higher education or further study are stigma associated with care leavers’ identity, lack of positive role models and lack of support from family or corporate parents(Bluff, King and McMahon, 2012). Young carers interviewed mentioned their desire to detach from the stigma of someone in care as this was normally associated with negative outcomes in the media and in society such as becoming a young parent or underachieving. All the participants in this study also recognised that their ideas of care leavers’ identity were influenced by their foster parents or support workers who reinforced the stigma that there were limits to what they could achieve and shouldn’t aim too high. This combined with the lack of positive role models of care leavers affected their decisions on education and career paths in a negative way.
Groinig and Sting (2017) and Quarmby, Sandford and Elliot (2019) also found that the absence of encouragement, post-care support and care leavers’ socio-economic situation hamper their ability to take advantage of the educational opportunities. 
Despite the changes in attitudes with regards to the importance of higher education for obtaining better job prospects and outcomes and the appropriate supporting policies, there is still a feeling amongst young care leavers that their aspirations are not supported by their support workers and that they are pushed instead towards finding any job that will allow them to live independently and support themselves(Bluff, King and McMahon, 2012).
The care leavers who overcome these initial barriers and make it into higher education face other challenges as they try to navigate their new lives without being able to rely on their families for advice, emotional or financial support. Task such as finding accommodation, funding it throughout the year and even fitting into student accommodation becomes incredibly difficult and can impact the chances of care leavers succeeding and completing their studies. These difficulties can also impact the ability of care leavers to relate to their colleagues and feel a sense of belonging within their new community or institution which will increase their feelings of isolation (Bland, 2018).
Butterworth et al.(20 17), recognised that young care leaver are more likely to suffer from mental health issues and an abrupt transition into adulthood and independent living without the continued support of health and mental health professionals can leave them feeling isolated and abandoned. This can cause their mental health to deteriorate and make it hard for them to form relationships with their peers and other professionals.
Mendes and Moslehuddin (2003) identified that for young people in care to succeed they should be placed in stable and supportive families where they would be surrounded by a positive attitude to education and would be encouraged to maintain relationships with family members or community. As they move on into adulthood, an adapted plan for gradually becoming independent should be put in place with the young care leaver to make sure they are involved in planning their transition. Support such as flexibility and variety of accommodation option, health and mental health should be provided to ensure young care leavers can become independent while maintaining trust and relationships with services.

[bookmark: _Toc41200578]3.Research methodology

To answer the research question and explore the factors affecting care leavers’ transition into higher education a secondary research methodology was used. The benefits of secondary research include low cost, ease of access (especially considering limitations linked to COVID 19 outbreak during this academic year) and the availability of a large base of professionally collected data in the form of previous research, systemic reviews, national statistics and government papers (Bell, 2010). 
To find relevant data, searches were conducted on search engines such as Google, Google Scholar as well as the University Library (Journal children and youth services, Journal Social work), Sage, Science Direct and other publications with the keywords: independent living, care leavers, care leavers education. Inclusion criteria included research done in English and conducted in the UK in the last 20 years therefore all articles published between the years 2010 and 2020. Research outside the UK was excluded unless it was a comparison.
The literature identified to be of interest was summarised and presented in a table of journal articles to be used for the literature review(Aveyard, 2018).
 

	Author and title 
	Research Questions or Research Objectives  
	Methods and Sample 
	Evaluation of the Article 
 

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421393][bookmark: _Hlk39421435]Mendes and Moslehuddidin  (2004)
Graduating from the child welfare system: a comparison of the UK and Australian leaving care debates
Int J Soc Welfare 2004: 13: 332–339
© Blackwell Publishing Ltd and the International Journal of Social Welfare 2004.
332
Published by Blackwell Publishing, 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA
INTERNATIONAL
JOURNAL OF
SOCIAL WELFARE
ISSN 1369-6866
Mendes P, Moslehuddin B.

	Compare the UK and Australian debates around improving outcomes for care leavers.
	Evaluation of the campaign
	Care leavers have been found to experience significant health, social and educational deficits including homelessness.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421418][bookmark: _Hlk39421477]Hyde-Dryden (2013)
Overcoming by degrees: exploring care leavers’ experiences of higher education

	Despite the odd, overcoming their early disadvantages succeeded educationally.
	Focus a group of care leavers
	A significant element of the research has involved comparing the experiences of care leavers with those of student from low-income families and first-generation students.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421507]Bland (2018)
It’s all about the money: the influence of family estrangement, accommodation struggles and homelessness on student success in UK higher education
	Belonging, Family estrangement,
Higher Education, Homelessness, student success. 
	The experiences
 of 564 students

Demographic 18-25 years old estranged from their families
	-funding and fitting into student accommodation bring multiple and complex challenges for young people who are estranged from their parents for emotional, material or financial support during their time in higher education.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421549]Dixon (2007)
Obstacles to participation in education, employment and training for young people leaving care
	Early career outcomes of young people leaving care
	Interviewed
I6 students
	The findings discussed in this paper reflect and confirm existing research and practise evidence that: many care leavers continue to face considerable challenges in finding and sustaining education, and training in the early years' aftercare 

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421582]Mayall et al, (2015)
The experience of care leavers (post-career adults) in social work education 
	Experience of social work students on qualifying degree programs in the UK who have previously been in care
	Interviewed three students
	Findings related to the concepts of turning points, as representing a positive change in the life course of young people.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421613]Bilson et al, (2011)
Developing Employment opportunities for care leavers
	The research aimed to support the care trusts and children services with recommendations on offering employment and training to care, leavers,
	265 care leavers took part in the interview across 25 local authorities
	The study found a range of models and approaches that can be utilised to develop local and regional partnerships offering employment and training opportunities designed to meet the needs of care leavers.

	Bluff et al, (2012) 
A phenomenological approach to care leavers’ transition to higher Education
	This study investigated the educational experience of care leavers, between the age of 18 and 33 at university in their first and second year

	9 Care leavers 
Ages 18-33
In 1st or 2nd year at university
	The small study -results not generalisable

The first stage of a larger longitudinal study



	[bookmark: _Hlk39421655]Butterworth et al, (2017) Transitioning care-leavers with mental health needs. ‘they set you up to fail!

	This study explored care‐leavers’ experiences of mental illness and transition in social care and mental health services
	A qualitative study 
12 care leavers with mental health issues were interviewed
Data analysed through framework analysis

	There is evidence that the current transition system for care-leavers with mental illness is not effective however the sample size is too small to be generalisable

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421708]Cameron et al, (2012) Continuing educational participation among children in care in five countries: some issues of social class
	Post compulsory educational pathway of young people in public care 
	Interviews carried out in the UK and four other European countries
	This paper examines the rate of participation of young people in further and higher education and considers the impact of background social class on education support and educational intentions and practices of care system.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421768]Hollingworth and Jackson (2016) Falling off the ladder using focal theory to understand and improve the educational experience of young people in transition from public care
	Looking at education achievement
	Interview of care experienced young people aged 18-25 in the UK and four EU countries
	Findings suggest that the theory could be used to inform policy designed to improve educational outcomes and should be incorporated into training for those responsible for supporting care leavers through their transition to adulthood.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421797]Jackson and Cameron (2012) Leaving care looking ahead and aiming higher
	Aim of study to encourage care leavers to stay in education
	Interviewed 170 students
	Care leavers with low-level educational qualifications or none, they are severely disadvantaged in the labour market, especially at a time of high youth unemployment.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421823]O’Donnell et al, (2019) Physical education, school sport and looked-after-children and young people (LACYP): health, wellbeing and educational engagement  
	Establishing how participation in school sports affect children in care
	Personalised accounts from care “Looked-after children and young people (LACYP)
	[bookmark: _Hlk39421814]Children within the care system are less likely to participate in school sports activities. School sports are an important part of general development and building social/ communication skills as well as bonds.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421852]Refael and Strahl (2014) Turning point processes to higher education among care leavers
	Focuses on the experience of care leavers who have made their way into higher education
	Interviews with care leavers in higher education 
	[bookmark: _Hlk39421839]The general challenges faced by care leavers, when going into further education. Looking into how they utilise support and the major differences in opportunities that can arise.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421885]Department for Education (2015)
Care leavers’ transition to adulthood


	Impact on education and employment
	Interviews
Government Dept
Care leavers
	Young people in care have often had difficult lives and having to live independently much earlier than their peers.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421905]Osgood et al, (2010)
Vulnerable populations and the transition to adulthood
	Challenges face by youths
	Research of public policies directed towards vulnerable care leavers
	Top research priorities include identifying which youth are in greatest need and which would benefit most from transition programs.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421945]Dixon (2011)
How the care system could improve
	The study aims to make sure that good support is in place for the care leavers, this would allow the financial cost of care to be reduced
	Primary data
Interviews
Literature review these were all carried out with academic experts focusing on groups of children in care and care leavers 
	It is highly variable and there is more scope for the state to act as a ‘’parallel parent’’- where corporate parenting and birth parenting “should not always be seen as mutually exclusive”.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39421978]Mendes et al,
Young people transitioning from out of home care and access to higher education a critical review of the literature
	Young people transitioning from out-of-home care are known to have poor educational outcomes compared to their none-care peers
	Interviews
47 young people
	A group of pre-care, in care, transition from care and post-care factors are identified as either hindering or assisting care leavers to the maximise their educational opportunities.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422016]Hagan (2008)
A helping hand to higher education 
	 We want to raise pupils aspirations and encourage them to go into higher education.
	
	[bookmark: _Hlk39421987]Reassuring care leavers university is for them as well as anyone else.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422038]Groinig and Sting
(2017)
Educational pathways and the influence of social context conditions on educational biographies of care leavers
	 The paper highlights the ongoing transition and educational experience and opportunities based on the data, which is provided, it also talks about the projects research and the design aims  
	Interviews took place with
12 females
11 males the participants were selected by advertising on Facebook groups also personal contacts of the researchers  
 


	The case outlined here illustrates the tension between educational disadvantages and the beneficial social environments in the lives and educational careers of young people in residential out-of-home care.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422073]Quarmby et al,
(2018)
I used to like PE, but not now’: understanding care experienced young people’s (dis) engagement with physical education
	The research talks about young people (dis) engagement in physical education. 
	Interviews were conducted 
With young people
	Findings suggest that care-experienced young people are at a pedagogic disadvantage since they are not as well-positioned to access opportunities for learning.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422093]Maclean and Gunion (2003)
Learning with care the education of children looked after from home by local authorities in Scotland 
	This report is based on the educational experience of looked after children away from home by the local authority in Scotland  
	Assessment

Care planning

review
	Most of the children in the inspection were under-achieving in comparison with their peers.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422118]Driscoll (2013)
Supporting care leavers to fulfil their educational aspirations: resilience, relationships and resistance to help
	Most children in state care do not do as well in school as their peers.
	Semi-structured interviews
7 young people
16-20
	The participants’ routes into care were varied. A number came from a considerable distance away and accounts of deficiencies in their care often did not refer to the local authority where the research was carried out.

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422177]Ward et al, (2015)
Care leavers on social work courses: a study of identity management
	Care leavers are a small minority but important has social work students
	Semi-structured interviews  

Qualitative data analysis

5 Tutors from 3 universities 

Audio recorded interview

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422132]A reason for initiating the study was to ascertain how we could learn from the students’ experiences and better support degree candidates in the future

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422198]Hanrahan et al,
(2019) There is a brain in there’: under covering complexity in pathways through education for young adults who have been in care
	This study examines the educational pathways of young people and adults who have been in care.
	Qualitative research 

Part of 3 countries international study

21young adults aged
16-32 years were interviewed
	[bookmark: _Hlk39422187]Educational pathways may well be disrupted as a result of the complex challenges faced by children in care

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422224]Cameron et al,
(2007) Using Health, Education, Housing And Other Services: A Study Of Care Leavers And Young People In Difficulty
	Young people who have left local authority care are known to be more likely than other young people to experience multiple disadvantages in adult life.
	Literature review

Secondary analysis

Interviews
80 care leavers 
17-24

59 young people in difficulty
16-29

29 managers

	-provided first-hand perspectives of young care leavers on factors affecting their transition
-identified main barriers but also useful resources
However, there was a wide variation in the services available to support young care leavers

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422251]Rogers (2011) 
I remember thinking, why isn’t there someone to help me? Why isn’t someone who can help me make sense of what I’m going through?’
	Recent years have seen a shift away from youth transitions being understood.
	30 in-depth interviews with care leavers, social workers and education institutions
	[bookmark: _Hlk39422240]Looked after children continue to be a particularly vulnerable group, with a high risk of having experience negative family support or disadvantage.

	Sulimani (2014)
Care leavers’ challenges in the transition to independent living
	The goal of this paper is to present care leavers’ challenges in the transition to independent living.
	236 leavers answered quantitative and qualitative questioners
	The goal of this paper is to present care leavers’ challenges in the transition to independent living in Israel 

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422364]Dixon (2013)
Opportunities and challenges: supporting journeys into education and employment for young people leaving care in England
	Low participation rates in education, employment and training for young people in and leaving foster and residential care
	Interviews
101 care leavers leaving care
Follow up interview 10 months later

Interviewed 579 young people explore their views leaving care

	[bookmark: _Hlk39422265]Care leavers are less likely to be engaged in education employment and training.




[bookmark: _Toc41200579]4.Secondary data analysis

Key themes: 
Care leavers are not encouraged or supported to follow aspiration of higher education
Care leavers support is geared more towards housing and finding work than further education
There are gaps and discrepancies in services available to care leavers that often affect their options and prospects
Better coordination between different service providers can ensure the complex needs of care leavers are being met.

[bookmark: _Toc41200580]5.Discussion

Young people in care are a particularly disadvantaged group with complex support needs that are not fully considered when transitioning them out of the system and into adulthood(Lukšík and Hargašová, 2018). This often negatively affects their educational and career prospects as care leavers tend to underachieve in schools and find it harder to maintain employment which in turn can lead to them ending up in poverty, dealing with social issues such as early parenthood and homelessness and being involved with the juvenile system(Rogers, 2011); (Dixon, 2011) and (Mayall et al., 2015). 
Accessing higher education and completing further education are particularly hard for care leavers which in turn limits their opportunities and contribute to social issues such as isolation from their communities, poverty and homelessness (Refaeli and Strahl, 2014).
Looked after children are often dealing with complex issues and are more likely to suffer from mental health issues. They often come from home contexts where they had to experience difficult or abusive relationships and situations which can cause them to feel isolated from their peers and struggle to build positive relations with others.
Children within the care system also tend to not partake in school sports and social activities which are an essential part of growth and development and can help children and young (Quarmby, Sandford and Elliot, 2019) people learn important social skills such as communication and building relationships  (O’Donnell, Sandford and Parker, 2019). The abrupt interruption of services and the gaps in support once they transition out of the system can leave them feeling isolated, abandoned and unable to look after their well- being(Butterworth et al., 2017) (Rogers, 2011).

Services ending abruptly once young people transition can also result in the disruption of educational pathways (Osgood, Foster and Courtney, 2010)(Hanrahan, Boddy and Owen, 2020) however, other factors such as previous attitudes and experiences of education such as a history of underachieving academically (Bluff, King and McMahon, 2012), the lack of emotional and financial support from biological and corporate parents when dealing with challenges related to higher education (Bland, 2018) and issues such as care leavers identity and perceived limitations associated with this both by the young people themselves as well as the people guiding and supporting them(Hyde-Dryden, 2013) all affect young care leaver’s chances of success.
Most care leavers wished for normality and tried to distance themselves from the identity of someone in the foster care system to avoid being subjected to stigmatisation or exclusion(Groinig and Sting, 2017) however, this also meant that there is a lack of visibility of young carers who manage to complete further studies and as a result can access better job opportunities and lead more successful lives. This often means that young care leavers have to rely on their ability and resourcefulness to motivate themselves to further their education as they lack positive role models (Bland, 2018) and (Ward et al., 2017).
Interventions from higher-education providers and government initiatives should be improved to increase the chances of young care leavers to access and manage the requirements and challenges of student life(Cameron et al., 2012) (Mannay, 2015). 
Different pathways plans should be put in place well before young care leavers go on to independent living to ensure their needs are being met and their chances of success are maximised(Hagan, 2008) (Bilson, Price and Stanley, 2011) and (Groinig and Sting, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc41200581]6.Conclusions and Recommendations

Existing social care and mental health teams should be working together to improve the outcomes and chances of success of care‐leavers navigating multiple personal, practical and service transitions. Effective pathway planning, the intervention of higher education institution and government debt agencies as well as multiagency coordination are some of the factors that could improve the prospects of young care leavers and their chances to complete further education and maintain employment.  
During my research, I have found two organisations who can help care leavers. One of the organisations is a voluntary service, even though the organisation is run by volunteers they are trained professionals who have the expertise to help the care leavers. Moreover, the organisation mentors the care leavers and provide psychological support (Family Action, 2017). Family Support Catch 22 offer apprenticeship programmes, family support and youth services and gangs’ interventions amongst other services (Family support, 2010).
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