
Supporting Our Care-Experienced 
Young People through College and 
into Higher Level Study  
A guide for College staff

Written by Richard Pearce 
and James Gottshalk



2
3

Supporting O
ur C

are-Experienced Young People through C
ollege and into H

igher Level Study

A
C

K
N

O
W

LED
G

EM
EN

TS 
W

e are grateful for the advice and resourcing provided by S
ussex Learning N

etw
ork, 

and especially D
ebra V

ice-H
olt, in sponsoring this strand of a w

ider project. W
e are 

also indebted to our colleagues at U
niversity of S

ussex, Tam
 C

ane, Louise G
azeley, 

Tam
sin H

inton-S
m

ith and A
nne-M

arie B
ird, w

ho have shared m
aterial and tim

e in order 
to support this “FE

 C
olleges” elem

ent to their w
ider project. W

e are sim
ilarly indebted to 

G
w

en H
urrion and S

hane Young at E
ast S

urrey C
ollege for sharing their expertise.

Supporting C
ollege Staff in H

elping O
ur C

are-Experienced 
Young P

eople A
im

 for H
igher Level S

tudy ........................................ P
age 4-5

This program
m

e is funded by the S
ussex Learning N

etw
ork as part of the N

ational 
C

ollaborative O
utreach Program

m
e. 

E
ast S

urrey C
ollege are w

orking in partnership w
ith the S

ussex Learning N
etw

ork to 
educate C

ollege staff across the region in how
 to support C

are-Experienced young 
people through C

ollege and into H
igher Level study. 

C
O

N
TEN

TS

U
nderstanding the C

are-E
xperienced Young P

erson in C
ollege ...... P

age 6-7

W
hy C

are-E
xperienced Young P

eople in C
olleges S

hould 
C

onsider H
igher Level S

tudy ............................................................. P
age 8-9

G
etting C

are-E
xperienced Young P

eople in C
olleges into 

and through H
igher Level S

tudy ........................................................ P
age 10-12

P
athw

ays into H
igher Level S

tudy ..................................................... P
age 13-15

Financial, P
ractical and E

m
otional S

upport for H
igher 

Level S
tudy ........................................................................................ P

age 15

U
seful Links and R

esources .............................................................. P
age 17



4
5

Supporting O
ur C

are-Experienced Young People through C
ollege and into H

igher Level Study

It is an inevitable fact of their relationship that in colleges, particular curriculum
 and support staff know

 
their young people best. 

This booklet is all about inform
ing staff about w

here the young person can go in life. H
ow

ever, in an 
attem

pt to m
ove on from

 their som
etim

es diffi
cult history, w

hich is all too often the focus, encouraging 
them

 to “A
im

 H
igher” is not an easy thing. It is m

any hundreds of conversations over m
any years. B

ut in 
w

hich you w
ill play a key part.

W
e have tried herein to give practical advice and a sense of aspiration for higher level study to help you 

be a better C
ham

pion for your young people. 

Sum
m

ary of Som
e K

ey Issues

Identity:
It is often going to be the case that the young person is burdened by a “cared for” identity, and this 
results in the bar being set very low

, too low
, for them

. A
lso, they are m

ore likely to adopt behaviours 
associated w

ith identity. It is also possible that “system
s” w

rap the young person up too m
uch in a w

ay 
that arrests positive developm

ent.
There are broadly tw

o distinct groups – im
m

igrant and indigenous – w
ithin our care-experienced young 

people. Language is often a huge barrier for the form
er, w

ho are typically unaccom
panied asylum

 
seekers, despite having am

bition and w
anting opportunity. H

ow
ever, barriers can often destroy their 

am
bition for the indigenous young person. N

ot w
anting to engage w

ith higher level study, or feeling it is 
beyond them

 or for “other people” is m
ore a barrier.

Their D
om

estic Lives:
Typically young people are m

ore likely to succeed if they are “staying put” – m
eaning they have a stable 

and consistent hom
e. Those that cannot “stay put” are often looking for a “fam

ily” before anything else 
and this often can be w

ith associates w
ho are a negative or crim

inal influence. Fortunately there is som
e 

evidence that new
 packages for foster carers m

ake it m
ore attractive to allow

 young people to “stay put”.

Those that do best are those w
ith “staying put” hom

es and/or 
w

ith a stable fam
ily unit. C

onversely those w
ith m

ultiple issues 
tend to get m

oved around the m
ost.

If the young person is living in a flat, or their foster carer 
w

ishes to break contact, the young person has to m
ake 

decisions about physically and em
otionally leaving the area 

and potentially losing their accom
m

odation. U
niversities also 

do not tend to offer a 52 w
eek accom

m
odation contract.

Skills and R
eadiness:

M
any of our young people have suffered traum

a and AC
E 

(A
dverse C

hildhood E
xperiences) w

hich aside from
 the m

ental 
health im

plications often present huge barriers to learning and achieving. Traum
a is not suffi

ciently 
understood and it really affects an ability to focus. These young people are often not identified quickly 
enough to curriculum

 staff upon entering the institution in m
any cases.

R
esilient young people do better w

hen aim
ing higher 

(another im
portant soft skill) and also having resilient 

people around them
 is im

pactful. It is quite likely that 
m

any foster hom
es are not good at nurturing soft 

skills so this essential requirem
ent m

ust com
e from

 
elsew

here. M
aths, E

nglish and IC
T skills seem

 to be 
w

eaker in general w
ith this group too. Subject-specific 

learning support assistants m
ight also be beneficial. 

The ability to budget is a key soft skill that these young 
people often lack.

M
entoring seem

s to be a com
m

on factor in helping our 
young people be m

ore ready. It seem
s to be a huge 

gap as it is evident that resilience and pastoral care 
have a big im

pact. The ideal seem
s to be an overt 

relationship betw
een a m

entor role in education and a 
m

entor role in social care.

21 to 25 year olds are often going to be m
ore ready for 

higher level study than younger m
em

bers of this group. 
This illustrates the im

portance of starting the m
essages 

early as it can take a num
ber of years for them

 to 
transition.

The Im
pact of O

thers and Institutions:
C

ouncil budget cuts and fostering becom
ing m

ore of 
a m

arket econom
y have not been helpful to our young 

people. The dem
ise of the role of C

areers A
dviser 

has not been helpful and others need to plug this gap. 
S

chools too are not talking enough about progression 
outside the G

S
C

E
, A

-levels, 3 Year D
egree route. N

ot all P
ersonal A

dvisers w
ent to university so som

e 
are m

ore w
ell-inform

ed than others.

It is not alw
ays going to be just about a set of rational conversations. It is m

ore com
plex than that. 

A
nd it is not just about the inform

ation given but how
 their advisers use it. D

o w
e older people even 

understand the w
ay aspirations w

orks for young people? B
ut im

portantly, higher level study can be sold 
as an opportunity to “catch up” w

ith non-care leavers. A
dvisers certainly need to be able to handle the 

objections their young people w
ill raise.

It is im
portant for advisers to be aw

are that there are lots of different packages of support according to 
the university or college research is necessary.

In sum
m

ary, schools, colleges and social care are vital in m
itigating against ill inform

ed decisions around 
our young people’s future. V

irtual schools need to up their gam
e in term

s of their online presence and 
use of portals. Foster carers, personal advisers and social w

orkers need m
ore advice and training.

1
Supporting C

ollege Staff in H
elping O

ur C
are-Experienced 

Young People A
im

 for H
igher Level Study

“Young people w
ho had a stable 

care history or w
ho w

ere able 

to achieve som
e stability in 

their personal circum
stances on 

leaving care w
ere m

ore likely to 

enter and rem
ain in em

ploym
ent, 

training or study.” (A
llen, 2003)
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H
ere w

e briefly reflect on the young person before you. W
hat they m

ay be feeling, and w
hat they need 

from
 their college.

Looked after C
hildren (as of 2019 “C

hildren in C
are”) fall into 2 distinct groups: 

•  U
naccom

panied A
sylum

 S
eeking C

hildren (U
A

S
C

) 
 

(w
ho, for exam

ple, typically m
ake up 60%

 of the LA
C

 C
ohort at E

ast S
urrey C

ollege)

•  B
ritish B

orn C
hildren in C

are (C
iC

)

The students them
selves w

ill in m
ost situations not w

ish to 
divulge their status as a U

A
S

C
 or C

iC
. W

hich, of course, can 
m

ake som
e of the behaviour they display hard to understand. 

B
ut in m

ost cases they are capable students w
ho w

hen 
offered a supportive environm

ent w
ill prove to be an asset to 

the college. In this section it is not our intention to create a 
feeling of concern around the young person. R

ather to give 
an overview

 of your young person and som
e of the possible 

causes of their behaviours in class or college.

Although both are classed and afforded the sam
e rights they 

often com
e to us (technically the “E

ducation P
rovider”) w

ith 
undiagnosed and diagnosed M

ental H
ealth traum

a as a result 
of their experiences on their journey to us. In som

e cases, 
this traum

a m
ay have been diagnosed and they are receiving 

support for it. B
ut unfortunately in m

any cases this traum
a is 

either undiagnosed or has been exacerbated by their current 
situation and/or other events.

These situations/events can be, but are not lim
ited to:

• C
hanges in financial situation

• C
hange of care provider

• C
hange in S

ocial W
orker or P

ersonal A
dvisor (18+)

• D
ates coinciding w

ith tragic occurrences

• U
nfam

iliarity and change in geographical area

• Lack of English and cultural and/or social indifference tow
ard education (typically due to poor  

 
 

experiences)

Short R
esearch Insight

W
hile R

efugee C
hildren and Young P

eople (R
C

Y
P

) dem
onstrate resilience in the face of their 

experience, som
e R

C
YP experience em

otional diffi
culties. A system

ic review
 found that 11%

 of 
refugee children suffered from

 post-traum
atic stress disorder and 40%

 experience other m
ental 

health diffi
culties such as depression and Anxiety (Fazel, W

heeler & D
anesh, 2005).

Traum
a and Sym

ptom
s

D
ue to w

hat has been at tim
es a traum

atic start to their 
adolescence in essence the issues surrounding C

iC
 

(including U
A

S
C

) bear m
any of the sym

ptom
s found in 

post-traum
atic stress and as such can m

anifest them
selves 

in m
any different aspects of their education. 

These sym
ptom

s can include:

R
e-experience: R

ecurrent and intrusive recollections of 
traum

atic event, dream
, flashbacks, 

re-enactm
ent, intense psychological distress or 

physiological reactivity.

A
rousal: D

iffi
culty falling or staying asleep, irritability or 

outbursts of anger, diffi
culty concentrating, hyper vigilance, 

exaggerated startle or stress response

Avoidance: A
voiding feelings, thoughts, people, places, 

activities or conversations associated w
ith the event. This 

can also include m
arkedly dim

inished interest in activities

Em
otional N

um
bing: S

trong feelings of detachm
ent and alienation from

 others, in som
e people this 

m
ay present in ‘day dream

ing’ type behaviours.

N
egative thoughts and Em

otions: N
egative thoughts, beliefs and expectations of the w

orld. 
P

ersistent feelings of fear or anger.

The Soft Skills  
The attributes that enable us all to w

ork w
ith others 

harm
oniously and navigate everyday stresses can for m

ost 
be second nature. But w

hen you find yourself a refugee or 
asylum

 seeker in a foreign land or perhaps just an unusual 
environm

ent m
ost of our young people can feel exasperated.

A
s is the nature of education (at tim

es) the focus from
 the 

young person’s point of view
 can be on H

ard Skills, specifically:

• 
The Technological S

kills
• 

Sector Specific
• 

Training 
• 

And other course required criteria

It is im
portant to endorse the developm

ent of these skills w
henever possible as unlike the skills and 

know
ledge developed as H

ard Skills, Soft Skills are required w
herever they m

ay go and could certainly 
help them

 to m
aintain and m

anage positive behaviours and m
otivation. 

These can include, but are not lim
ited to: C

om
m

unication, Team
w

ork, Leadership, P
roblem

 S
olving and 

Tim
e M

anagem
ent.

W
e have also noted B

udgeting and R
esilience as com

m
on them

es raised by non-college-based 
advisers. A

lthough it is appreciated that w
e m

ay be teaching these skills in classes to som
e degree, it 

is alw
ays im

portant (in particular for C
hildren in C

are and C
are Leavers) to reflect on these topics in 

order to develop greater understanding and opportunities for engagem
ent. These can be developed 

in the individual’s S
m

art Targets, for further discussion in the LA
C

 P
E

P
 (Looked A

fter C
hild P

ersonal 
E

ducational P
lan) M

eeting. The designated teacher can then ensure that this learning is continuing 
throughout either any hom

e study or personal tutoring, beyond the classroom
.

U
nderstanding the C

are Experienced Young Person in 
C

ollege

A
llen (2003) notes “Few

 young 

people [of this group] did w
ell 

at school. Their educational 

achievem
ent w

as hindered by: 

disruption to schooling before 

being taken into care; frequent 
changes of school once in 

care; concerns about events at 

hom
e; negative or discouraging 

attitudes of peers, care staff and 
teachers; and lack of m

otivation 

and confidence arising out of low
 

achievem
ent.”

2

“
Hard Skills m

ay get you 
the Job, but Soft Skills are 

how
 you keep your job”

Jam
es G

ottshalk, 

E
ast S

urrey C
ollege
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Inequalities and Problem
s in Progression for C

are-Experienced Young People
The inequalities are stark for this group, even though the U

K tends to do better than m
any countries. 

“E
ven once G

C
S

E
 results, special educational needs and dem

ographics w
ere taken into account, care 

leavers w
ere around 11%

 less likely to enter H
E

 than other young people.” (H
arrison, 2018, W

onk H
E

)

17.5%
 of children in care achieved G

C
S

E
 passes at G

rade 4 or above in E
nglish and M

aths. For those 
not in care the figure is 58.9%

. O
ther pre-university qualifications tend to be “low

 status”.

The red line is those entering higher education from
 the 20%

 of postcodes w
ith the low

est participation rates. 
The green line is sim

ilarly for care leavers. (N
eil H

arrison, 2016 – from
 D

fE
 and U

C
A

S
)

H
arrison (2016) also identifies the follow

ing “transition issues”:
• 

U
nsupportive foster parents / carers

• 
[Little] H

elp w
ith m

oving belongings
• 

S
ocial w

orker / personal adviser changes
• 

[Insuffi
cient] H

elp w
ith health issues / em

otional support / form
-filling

• 
[P

oor] Link-up w
ith other care leavers / loneliness

• 
[N

eeding] M
ore / sim

pler inform
ation – a ‘step by step’ guide

• 
U

ncertainty about m
oney / poor support from

 S
FE

• 
Feeling like the ‘first one ever’ / bullying / stigm

a
• 

P
erceived discrim

ination about crim
inal record

• 
[Issues w

ith opening] B
ank accounts and background checks

W
hat Young People gain during H

igher Level Study
Socially, entering higher level study typically offers som

e kind of “change of scene” w
hich m

ay be 
beneficial in term

s of a fresh start in a new
 learning environm

ent. Perhaps in a new
 part of the country. 

This also hold huge potential for your young person to m
ake new

 friends. There are also, at university in 
particular, a w

ide range of sports, clubs and societies for them
 to engage w

ith.

There is a dauntingly broad choice of options available in higher level study, in term
s of location, m

odes 
of study, types of program

m
e and subject choices. This m

ay seem
 intim

idating at first and your young 
person w

ill need support in navigating choices. This m
ay also include the chance to travel, study years 

W
hy C

are-Experienced Young People in C
olleges Should 

C
onsider H

igher Level Study
3

abroad, w
ork experience, sandw

ich years and so forth. Im
portantly too, universities and colleges are 

geared up to allow
 your young person to pause their studies or sw

itch to a part tim
e route if they need to.

It is also another step tow
ards full independence and a chance to “catch up” w

ith peers during the 
lifetim

e of the program
m

e. They w
ill hopefully gain subject know

ledge, practical skills, confidence, the 
ability to m

eet deadlines and the ability to w
ork independently along w

ith the all im
portant S

oft S
kills.

W
hat Young People gain from

 H
igher Level Study

M
any of the outputs are self evident to those of us that did engage w

ith higher level study, but m
ay not 

be so obvious to this group.

Q
uite sim

ply put, they are m
ore em

ployable and have a higher earning potential. A
lso for som

e careers 
one m

ay need to be degree-qualified, or at least it strongly aids career progression.

H
igher level study is a good foundation for a grow

th m
indset and a positive attitude to lifelong learning. 

P
ersonal and professional developm

ent is higher on the agenda, and higher level study provides m
any 

transferrable skills.

Finally one becom
es a strong role m

odel to others from
 a sim

ilar background, and one contributes m
ore 

back to society.

Short R
esearch Insight

 “The final piece of the data jigsaw
 is that care leavers w

ho com
pleted their degrees w

ere just as 
likely to get a first or upper second as sim

ilar students. M
any achieved highly despite (or m

aybe even 
because of) their childhood challenges, overcom

ing w
eaker attainm

ent in schools through m
otivation, 

determ
ination or resilience. I rem

ain inspired by them
.”

N
eil H

arrison, 2018

“D
espite the obstacles that they faced, the care leavers dem

onstrated considerable resilience and 
determ

ination in overcom
ing them

. A
lthough not all succeeded, a considerable num

ber continued to 
strive to achieve their am

bitions and aspirations.”
M

aggie A
llen, 2003
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B
arriers to Entering and Succeeding in H

igher Level Study
The O

ffi
ce for Students cites the follow

ing barriers.
P

eople w
ho have spent tim

e in local authority care face barriers to entering and succeeding in higher 
education. These include:

• 
low

er prior attainm
ent, particularly at Key Stage 4

• 
lack of positive role m

odels
• 

low
 expectation from

 carers and advisers
• 

low
 aspirations

• 
concern about being able to afford higher education

• 
lack of inform

ation and advice before and w
hen applying to higher education

• 
diffi

cult accessing the financial support they need
• 

problem
s w

ith accom
m

odation
• 

low
 levels of personal and em

otional support from
 professionals

• 
lack of personal support netw

orks
• 

low
 levels of confidence to self-identify and pro-actively ask for support

M
aking Ill-inform

ed D
ecisions

Y
oung people are not alw

ays aw
are that U

niversities are run as businesses w
ith large prom

otional 
budgets and can look very enticing.

This w
hole booklet is about supporting you to support your young person to help them

 m
ake the best 

choice for them
. A

lso to be aw
are of the range of barriers and options young people face. It is not 

uncom
m

on for this group to have to repeat their first year or change course in their first year.

C
are-experienced young people often lack the resilience to stick w

ith a course if they have m
ade a less 

than ideal choice. H
ow

ever, they m
ay be prone to m

aking rash choices based on prom
otional m

aterial 
due to the lack of guidance from

 role m
odels aw

ay from
 college. It is alw

ays best to strongly encourage 
them

 to attend open days at universities and colleges, and often support w
ill be available in college to do 

this. Also universities typically offer tasters and sum
m

er schools.

C
are-Experienced Young People’s C

oncerns
Y

our young person w
ill voice m

any concerns about H
igher Level S

tudy, w
hich you w

ill need to respond 
to. This is typically in the form

 of handling objections, but also about reassurance and practical factual 
advice (as w

e have tried to give in the booklet).

C
osts: a com

m
on concern for all young people is the idea of taking out a “loan” and “getting into debt”. 

As there is, quite rightly, a com
m

on societal m
essage that “debt is bad” this is an easy objection for them

 
to sustain. There are som

e very helpful resources on the M
oney S

aving E
xpert w

ebsite (see R
esources 

Section) w
hich explain how

 student finance operates like taxation rather than debt. 
A

nother w
ay to deal w

ith this objection is to put the idea of a higher or degree apprenticeship on the 
table. 

It m
ay also be reassuring to look at som

e of the financial support packages that are available for care 
experienced young people. This can include how

 their current support w
ill relate to future support if they 

are concerned about “losing out”.

Em
ployability: another set of objections m

ay be based around the benefit of higher level study in term
s 

of enhanced job prospects. It w
ould be w

rong to suggest there are autom
atic graduate jobs for everyone, 

but being at university for exam
ple provides an opportunity to enhance ones em

ployability, and to catch 
up w

ith non care-exeprienced young people. It gives your young person an edge. 

A
side from

 the course syllabus, university or college can provide other opportunities:

• 
Joining clubs and societies or taking offi

cial student posts
• 

U
sing the careers service and attending external careers events

• 
P

olishing a C
V

 and covering letter
• 

P
art tim

e w
ork

• 
P

reparing for job interview
s

• 
W

ork experience or sandw
ich years

O
n average, according to the D

epartm
ent for Education, graduates earn nearly £10,000 a year m

ore 
than non-graduates. Sim

ilarly unem
ploym

ent rates for graduates are 3%
 low

er (2016 figures).

A
s w

ith the cost of higher level study, an apprenticeship also addresses this concern. H
ow

ever, your 
young person has to be able to perform

 w
ell in a com

petitive selection scenario, w
hich they m

ay not be 
ready for.

G
etting C

are-Experienced Young People in C
olleges into 

and through H
igher Level Study

4A Lack of M
entoring

A serious shortcom
ing in the current system

 in 
the U

K appears to be any form
 of consistent 

m
entoring. U

ltim
ately, until funding is put in place 

to m
ake this happen, all of those involved in 

supporting these young people should look for 
opportunities for m

entoring input and to look to 
com

m
unicate effectively w

ith others involved in 
supporting and advising the young person.

A
llen (2003) notes “P

rofessional and inform
al 

support w
as crucial to the young person’s 

success. The care leavers benefited from
 help, 

usually from
 professionals, w

ith developing 
and pursuing career options. E

m
otional 

encouragem
ent, often from

 fam
ily and substitute 

fam
ily m

em
bers, helped young people to stay 

engaged w
ith w

hat they w
ere doing.”

D
evelopm

ent of Soft Skills
A

s described above, the developm
ent of soft skills is essential for your young 

person to succeed. These can include, but are not lim
ited to;

• 
C

om
m

unication

• 
Team

w
ork

• 
Leadership

• 
P

roblem
 S

olving 

• 
Tim

e M
anagem

ent

• 
B

udgeting

• 
R

esilience
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B
elonging: your approach to helping your young person feel they w

ill fit in depends largely on their 
situation, personality and character. There is no w

ay around it. M
ost of us are slightly overw

helm
ed by a 

new
 course, new

 lifestyle, in a new
 tow

n, w
ith new

 people, and a new
 “M

e”. 
This is am

plified m
any tim

es over for your young person w
ho has spent m

uch of their life having it 
reinforced to them

 that they are different to m
ost young people. Som

e good basic tips are: 

• 
You only have to tell people w

hat you w
ant to tell them

 – no one at university is especially interested 
in fam

ilies and background.
• 

Everyone is different and has their ow
n issues, big or sm

all, to deal w
ith it – so m

any people are 
faking confidence and a sense of belonging.

• 
Find people you feel com

fortable w
ith.

• 
D

on’t feel you have to live a certain w
ay – there is no need to be a stereotype, and certain aspects of 

a student lifestyle m
ay not be for you – find alternatives that interest you.

Support: as supporting care-experienced young people is high on the governm
ent agenda, and has 

been for som
e tim

e w
ith little im

pact, universities offer extensive packages of support for this group. It is 
vital that your young person indicates their background on their U

C
A

S
 application. It is w

orth reassuring 
them

 that universities are large institutions and this inform
ation is accessed by central adm

issions 
and adm

inistrative team
s, and not by academ

ic staff or people w
ho m

anage their accom
m

odation, for 
exam

ple. 

S
upport packages w

ill vary but typically they can access a nam
ed contact centrally in the university, 52 

w
eek accom

m
odation contracts, and financial grants.

 G
etting into H

igher Level Study
There are a variety of issues that create barriers for our young people. O

ne of them
 is us and our 

m
indset. W

e do not just need to raise their aspirations. W
e need to raise our ow

n and not just focus on 
their history and behaviour, but also their future.
O

ften at hom
e, there is no one w

ho has understanding or know
ledge of higher level study. Som

etim
es 

personal advisers do not either, or college tutors. M
any of us had parents and teachers w

ho drove 
aspirations but all too often this is not present for our young people. 

Specifically, they need H
igher Level Study C

ham
pions in C

ollege w
ho can advise and support on:

• 
R

esearching their options
• 

E
ntry criteria

• 
U

C
A

S
 form

s
• 

P
ersonal S

tatem
ents

• 
S

tudent Finance A
pplications

• 
A

pplying for A
pprenticeships

• 
O

pen D
ays

• 
Interview

s

G
etting through H

igher Level Study
There are som

e general rules of thum
b that w

ill help your young person navigate the academ
ic side of 

their first year.
• 

Take advantage of any study skills support on offer.
• 

M
ake tim

e for background reading. Feeling w
ell inform

ed w
ill increase their confidence.

• 
Keep on top of w

orkload. Start assignm
ents early and allow

 plenty of tim
e to do their best.

• 
D

o not expect to alw
ays be able to find tutors or get a quick reply.

• 
Year 1 often does not count tow

ards a final grade. It is fine to have a few
 w

eak m
arks or even fails  

 
 

and learn from
 them

. Learning from
 feedback in Year 1 is incredibly im

portant in getting a good grade  
 

overall.

• 
M

ake lots of notes and organise them
. They w

ill not rem
em

ber things.

• 
If they m

iss any classes, they need to m
ake sure they catch up. S

om
ething vital m

ay be covered that  
 

is key for the assignm
ent.

• 
R

eferencing and not plagiarising is non-negotiable.

• 
D

eadlines are sacred. They m
ust never just not subm

it w
ork. If they cannot subm

it, they need to talk  
 

to their tutors.

• 
S

eek help if they are struggling, either w
ith their personal tutor, central services, or the S

tudents’  
 

 
U

nion.

• 
U

se university system
s for extensions and m

itigating circum
stances if they can evidence som

ething   
 

has im
pacted on their studies. It is w

hat they are there for. U
niversities alm

ost never question m
edical

 
evidence around m

ental health challenges if the dates m
atch the affected w

ork. So it is im
portant to   

 
see a m

edical professional to cover them
selves.

5A
s an adviser, it is still easy to forget tw

o things. 
1. 

O
ur young people w

ill often take tw
ice or three tim

es as long to travel the sam
e distances as w

e did.

2. 
There are m

ore routes into higher level study than G
S

C
E

s, B
TE

C
s/ 

A
-levels and a three years H

onours degree.

A
s has been discussed, you have a vital role as part of possibly hundreds of conversations that m

ake a 
difference in encouraging your young person to aim

 higher.

Pathw
ays into H

igher Level Study

Level
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egree / D
octorate

N
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D
iplom

a in H
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Education

C
ertificate in H
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A
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A
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H
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A
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/ N
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SE G
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Level

Level
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Supporting O
ur C

are-Experienced Young People through C
ollege and into H

igher Level Study

The first step on the academ
ic pathw

ay, rather than the socio-econom
ic pathw

ay, is to help them
 to 

understand pre-higher-level qualification (Entry to Level 3).

The diagram
 on the previous page is a useful reference point of the current m

ain routes. U
nderstanding 

and m
oving through the levels gives our young person a chance to see that they can “catch up” by the 

tim
e they exit Level 5 or 6.

Pre-H
igher-Level Q

ualifications
Entry and Level 1
These levels are essentially to prepare our young people to learn. It is easy for them

 to get “stuck” and 
disillusioned here. It is im

portant to help them
 keep their eyes on the final goal and to m

ove them
 through 

these levels as quickly as possible. It is im
portant too that they do not allow

 these levels to define them
. 

Level 2
Level 2 is often a good subsitute for G

C
S

E
s, how

ever, E
nglish and M

aths are pretty m
uch non-

negotiable for good jobs and higher level study. E
ven if our young people progress to Level 3, they m

ust 
not lose sight of the im

portance of re-sitting and achieving in these.

Level 3
This, in m

ost cases for som
eone under 25 w

ithout strong w
ork experience, is the gatew

ay level to higher 
level study. B

rilliant grades are not necessary. P
artly due to oversupply, a university place, for exam

ple, 
can be secured at m

any, m
any institutions w

ith three C
s at A-level or equivalent. A higher apprenticeship 

can be secured w
ith a good track record in the w

orkplace and relatively m
odest academ

ic achievem
ent 

at Level 3. Level 3 also includes Access to H
E program

m
es w

hich is a one year offer aligned to 
university entry requirem

ents. W
e believe this is possibly underutilised as a w

ay into higher level study 
for this group especially once they are over 18 w

ith insuffi
cient Level 3.

H
igher Level Q

ualifications
H

onours and Foundation D
egrees

This is often not an ideal route for all our young people, and statistically the first year aw
ay at university 

is very challenging for them
. H

ow
ever, for som

e individuals it w
ill m

ake sense to be settled at one 
institution aw

ay from
 their “hom

e” area for three years. A
lso, it is im

portant to help them
 consider options 

like a typically five year part tim
e route at a local university w

hilst doing other things. 
A foundation degree is essentially the first tw

o years of a full three year degree. They often require m
uch 

low
er entry criteria, as a foundation degree graduate (a full Level 5 like an H

N
D

) w
ill often still have to 

achieve a M
erit to gain access to the final year of a full degree. A good option for an individual w

ho has 
ability but is still gaining confidence and w

ants to stay local.

H
N

C
/H

N
D

A good option for our young people w
hen they thrive m

ore in unasham
edly vocational study. O

ften if 
they have studied B

TE
C

 at Level 3, this is a m
ore com

fortable progression, and often they w
ill be at 

a local C
ollege. The disadvantage is using an H

N
D

 as currency for a top-up to Level 6 at university. 
O

ften a university w
ill expect Level 5 to be repeated. H

ow
ever, bespoke top-ups do exist, often again at 

C
olleges. A full tim

e H
N

C
 takes one year and a full tim

e H
N

D
 takes tw

o years.

H
igher A

pprenticeships
O

ften the training elem
ent to H

igher Apprenticeships is a part tim
e H

N
C

/H
N

D
. Although clearly this 

also has an 80%
 w

orkplace elem
ent and selection is com

petitive through a job interview
. H

igher 
apprenticeships tend, although it is a generalisation, to be slightly less academ

ic than degree 
apprenticeships.

D
egree A

pprenticeships
A

gain this has an 80%
 w

orkplace elem
ent and selection is com

petitive through a job interview
. Typically 

they last 5 to 6 years. They are a good option for som
eone w

ho has thrived in a Level 3 apprenticeship 
or w

ork experience, and has som
e decent academ

ic capabilities too.

6Student Finance
W

ith regular m
edia coverage talking about £50,000 of student debt, it's easy to recognise that m

any 
students and their advisers are scared by such an apparently huge am

ount of m
oney and w

orry about 
repaym

ents and the im
pact it m

ight have. B
ut such concerns m

ight be entirely m
isguided. The fees 

charged in higher education are m
ostly irrelevant. W

hat counts in the real w
orld is how

 m
uch the 

graduate has to repay, w
hich counterintuitively is a different am

ount from
 the total sum

 of tuition fees, 
m

aintenance loan and interest. 

W
hat you repay depends only on w

hat you earn after you graduate. This m
akes higher level study a 

'no w
in, no fee' education according to M

oney Saving Expert, M
artin Lew

is. Those w
ho earn a lot after 

graduating w
ill repay a lot of w

hat they “borrow
ed”. Those w

ho don't gain m
uch financially from

 their 
higher education w

ill repay m
uch less.

U
nder som

e conditions grant paym
ents are m

ade, w
hich do not have to be re-payed. C

are-experienced 
young people are likely to be tow

ards the front of the queue for grants, depending on eligibility criteria.

Em
otional and Practical Support

As noted above universities offer extensive packages of support for this group. It is vital that your young 
person indicates their background on their U

C
A

S
 application. It is w

orth reassuring them
 that universities 

are large institutions and this inform
ation is accessed by central adm

issions and adm
inistrative team

s, 
and not by academ

ic staff or people w
ho m

anage their accom
m

odation, for exam
ple. 

S
upport packages w

ill vary but typically they can access a nam
ed contact centrally in the university, 52 

w
eek accom

m
odation contracts, and financial grants.

To find out w
hat the university or college they are applying to can offer, it's best to research them

 directly. 
There are a num

ber of w
ays to do this.

1. 
Take a look at the inform

ation on their w
ebsite. Try typing into a search engine the nam

e of the 
university and ‘care leaver’ to help you find out about w

hat they can offer your young person.

2. 
Visit Becom

e's w
ebsite Propel. You'll find general inform

ation about m
oving into higher education 

from
 care, alongside details about the support individual unis and colleges across the U

K offer. Each 
university or college has its ow

n page, w
ith an overview

 of its courses and the specific support it can 
give care leavers. They w

ill be able to m
ake an inform

ed choice about the right course at the right 
place for them

, and m
ake sure they are aw

are of all the support they are entitled to. B
ecom

e also 
publishes a series of factsheets to support young people leaving care. These factsheets cover topics 
such as financial support post-18, getting support to go to university, and understanding pathw

ay 
plans. 

3. 
N

ational N
etw

ork for the E
ducation of C

are Leavers. The N
N

E
C

L w
ebsite provides inform

ation on 
events and further resources. U

seful Links and R
esources

Financial, Practical and Em
otional Support for H

igher 
Level Study

Short R
esearch Insight

“The data show
ed that delays and pauses in study w

ere com
m

on for care leavers, both in term
s of 

entry to H
E

 and com
pletion – of those entering, nearly one-third w

ere still in H
E

 at the age of 23. 
O

ver tw
o-thirds had used qualifications other than A Levels to access H

E – especially vocational and 
w

ork-based learning provision (e.g. B
TE

C
s, foundation degrees or A

ccess to H
E

 courses). M
any took 

additional tim
e to accum

ulate qualifications, often including periods out of education altogether.
As a result, m

any felt unconfident their academ
ic abilities or felt that they w

ere m
issing vital 

foundational know
ledge in their subject.”

N
eil H

arrison, 2018
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Useful Links and Resources7
Websites/Links:
The Children’s Society: www.childrenssociety.org.uk 

Young Minds: www.youngminds.org.uk

East Surrey College: www.esc.ac.uk/looked-after-children-and-care-leavers

Refugee Support Network: www.refugeesupportnetwork.org

LAC Awareness: www.youtube.com/watch?v=XSEfCnGfGHQ  

Health and Wellbeing of LAYP - NICE quality standard: www.youtube.com/watch?v=6y2YH_6ULoY

Teaching Soft Skills: www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Uww56pZEho

The Rees Foundation: www.reesfoundation.org

Student Finance: www.moneysavingexpert.com/students/student-loans-tuition-fees-changes

BECOME – Propel website: www.propel.org.uk/UK

National Network for the Education of Care Leavers - NNECL: www.nnecl.org

Office for Students: www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/evaluation-and-effec-
tive-practice/care-leavers-and-looked-after-children/

Student Finance England Quick Start Guide: www.media.slc.co.uk/sfe/quickStartFinanceGuide/home.html

Government Student Finance Calculator: www.gov.uk/student-finance-calculator

Books and Blogs
Statutory Guidance for Promoting the Education of LAC

The H.E. Handbook for Care Leavers 

Stevenson J. and Willott, J. 2007. “The Aspiration and Access to Higher Education of Teenage Refugees in the UK”, Compare, 
October 2007, pp. 671 – 687

Nicholson, C. Dwivedi, K.N. Irwin, M. (2010) Children and Adolescents in Trauma: Creative Therapeutic Approaches. 
London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers

Allen, M. (2003) “Factor that influence young people leaving care”, www.jrf.org.uk/report/factors-influence-young-people-leaving-
care

‘Relational Ruptures: The Psychodynamic Processes Influencing Care Leavers and Care Organisations’ International Journal of 
Therapeutic Communities. issue 32 (3) 2012

Refugee Support Network Publication (2012) “I just want to study”: Access to Higher Education for Young Refugees and Asylum 
Seekers

UASC Toolkit, Surrey Virtual School (2018)

Harrison, N (2018), www.wonkhe.com/blogs/encouraging-care-leavers-into-higher-education


