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FOREWORD 

Joe Lister, Unite Students CEO & Shân Wareing, Unite Foundation chair 

Unite Students and Unite Foundation are proud to build on our long-standing 
partnership to work together with Social Market Foundation on this report.  

Unite Students is the UK's largest owner, manager, and developer of purpose-built 
student accommodation, serving the country's world-leading higher education 
sector, and is a champion for estranged and care experienced students.  

In 2012, Unite Students set up the Unite Foundation, supporting estranged and care 
experienced students with a rent-free home at university, and 12 years on remains 
the charity’s principal corporate donor and accommodation partner.  Since then, it 
has donated over £16m to support the full breadth of the charity’s work including 
over 800 students receiving a Unite Foundation accommodation scholarship.  

Unite Students’ support of this research sits within its wider commitment to diversity, 
equity, inclusion, belonging and wellbeing, which includes its work around its Living 
Black at University, Meeting the Needs of Neurodivergent Students and Unite 
Students Applicant Index reports.  

The recent Independent Review of Children's Social Care identified five key missions 
to ensure care experienced people can feel secure: loving relationships; quality 
education; a decent home; fulfilling work and good health. The review also 
highlighted how a range of organisations need to be part of supporting children that 
are, or have been, looked after by the state. 

We know that, at aged 19, only 14% of care experienced young people are in 
university, compared with 47% of the wider population, and that once there, the 
dropout rate for care experienced students is unacceptably high - 38% compared 
with 6% of their peers. Estranged young people face similar challenges, but with 
even less visibility and support available. For all young people without parental 
support, education often becomes secondary to survival. Society’s obligations to 
care experienced and estranged people should include ensuring more of them can 
attend and progress in higher education. 

Unite Students and Unite Foundation – the only UK charity that supports both 
estranged and care experienced students, through its nationwide scholarship – 
strongly believe that action is needed quickly to address access to, progression and 
success in Higher Education for these groups of students. At the current rate of 
change, it would take 107 years for care leaver participation to reach the 47% 
achieved by non-care leavers.  

The Unite Foundation scholarship is currently the only intervention for care 
experienced and estranged students with Office for Students Tier 2 recognised 
evidence of impact. Independent research shows the impact of the charity’s support 
for Unite Foundation scholarships students means they are as likely as their peers to 
progress through university and finish with a good degree. In doing so, Unite 
Foundation, Unite Students and over 30 university partners are already playing a 



SOCIAL MARKET FOUNDATION 

6 
 

crucial role so that care experienced and estranged young people have an equal 
opportunity to go to university and realise their ambitions. 

Unite Students and Unite Foundation recognise society’s responsibility to students 
without family support. We commissioned this report to address the urgent need to 
identify more, actionable ways that support estranged and care experienced 
students to go to university, progress in higher education study and achieve 
success. 

We look forward to discussing this with Government, Parliament, the Children’s 
social care and youth fields, as well as the HE sector.  
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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

There is growing recognition that society’s obligations to care 
experienced and estranged young people involves getting more of them 
successfully through higher education 

• The Independent review of Children’s Social Care, chaired by Josh MacAlister, 
set a target of doubling the proportion of English care leavers attending 
university, specifically high tariff universities by 2026 

• That would follow the Scottish government’s tripling of the number of care 
leavers at Scottish universities as part of its wider “promise” to care leavers  

Yet care experienced and estranged students face a number of 
challenges accessing and progressing through university 

• The vast majority of the gap in higher education participation between care 
leavers and the general population is due to differences in school grades 

• Only 19% of children in care achieve GCSE Maths and English, 
compared to 65% overall  

• Care experienced and estranged students also face material disadvantage: 
• They face particular financial difficulties, although there is some 

encouraging evidence that scholarships are addressing that 
• They can also have difficulties finding suitable accommodation, 

especially outside term time and immediately following graduation 

• Mental health and wider issues around stigma, confidence and belonging are 
also obstacles to success at university 

There is a remarkable amount of support for care experienced students 
– at least on paper 

• Almost every university offers financial bursaries, the vast majority offer some 
form of accommodation guarantee, and some offer discounted housing too 

• Our best guess estimate is that the university sector spends around £10-15 
million a year  

• In addition, charitable organisations including the Unite Foundation, The 
Sutton Trust, Social Mobility Foundation and Into University detail care leavers 
and occasionally estranged students in their priority groups  

Yet the support is inconsistent, and institutions with more care 
experienced and estranged students have to provide greater levels of 
support without additional funding 

• The majority of universities offer a named contact, but the actual level of 
support varies depending on caseload, proactivity of support and contact, and 
training/experience of named contacts. 

• There are significant issues with universities’ ability to secure student 
engagement and take up of support 
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• Some variation and competition between institutions can be a good thing, but 
there is a clear risk of student choice being motivated by money rather than fit 

• Moreover, resources don’t seem to track need well, with institutions with 
fewer care experienced students able to offer greater support 

A few programs have been demonstrated to make a significant 
difference, but there is a clear and pressing need to build a robust 
evidence base of impact  

• Small samples and poor data linkage at every level make it hard to conduct 
robust causal studies to determine the efficacy of particular interventions 

• However, some have produced encouraging results 
• Independent analysis of Unite Foundation scholarship students, who 

receive free accommodation, found statistically significant outcomes 
in both progression and grade outcome for care leaver students 
compared to their peers 

• The National Network for the Education of Care Leavers (NNECL) has 
established a ‘quality mark’, which involves assessing university inputs for 
care leavers and estranged students against a consistent offer  

• However, progress has been slow while the previous government 
deliberated over setting up its own kitemark   

• The Quality Mark is also hampered by the absence of impact evidence 
for the contained inputs    

Moreover, the system largely runs on goodwill – which makes it 
precarious 

• Given the budgetary challenges facing the university sector, discretionary 
spending on care experienced or estranged student support – particularly 
where unevidenced – may come under pressure 

Students at the margins risk falling between the cracks 

• Care leavers are entitled to financial and pastoral support – particularly from 
local authorities – that care experienced students are not 

• Despite facing many of the same challenges as care leaver and care 
experienced students, estranged students are more often overlooked, and 
harder for institutions to identify and verify, and so many miss out on help  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Funding: Institutions should get grant funding for each care 
experienced and estranged student they admit  

• To create a more stable and equitably distributed funding settlement, 
institutions should receive a minimum £1,000 per year of study for each care-
experienced or estranged enrolled student – analogous to the school pupil 
premium 
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• Initially, this money should come from the Office for Students’ Student 
Premium fund, though there is also a case for additional government funding.  

Funding: Reforms to the student finance system in England should be 
made to recognise the distinctive financial needs of care experienced 
and estranged students  

• Since most care experienced and all estranged students will not be receiving 
financial support from parents, the student finance system in England should 
make two key changes: 

• Student Finance England should provide an additional non-repayable 
grant to care experienced and estranged students, equivalent to an 
average parental contribution   

• Student maintenance payments should be increased to cover the full 
52 weeks of a year, to lessen the risk of homelessness and financial 
distress outside of term time 

Data: Additional grant funding should come with requirements to follow 
evidence-led good practice, and support to identify that practice 

• Data on care experienced and estranged students should be more freely 
available to underpin the identification of evidenced best practice  

• Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) should implement a ‘flag’ 
for estranged students in England (as in Scotland and Wales)  

• HESA data tables relating to care experience and estrangement should 
be available alongside other student characteristic data that is freely 
published annually (i.e. not behind a paywall).   

• UCAS and Student Finance England should develop an opt-out system 
for the systematic sharing of care or estranged status with universities, 
so they can readily identify students eligible for support 

• To encourage more evidence based practice, the sector should be 
encouraged to work with TASO, the HE ‘what works’ centre, to decide how to 
spend their funds and evaluate their activities 

• Institutions should have to include care experienced students in their Access 
and Participation Plans in the first instance, and ultimately work towards the 
NNECL Quality Mark, in order to access grant funding 

• Research should be commissioned to track progress of care experienced and 
estranged students at an aggregate level, and assess the effectiveness of 
schemes like the NNECL Quality Mark. 

Access: Efforts should prioritise school attainment and reaching parity 
in the admission of care experienced and estranged students across the 
university sector  

• With school attainment the main limiting factor on progression to university, 
the system is not producing sufficient numbers of academically prepared 
students to hit the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care (MacAlister) 
target of doubling care experienced students 
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• Structural headwinds (the return to tougher grading following the pandemic, 
and tighter university finances) will make it harder to sustain progress 

• Tutoring schemes, investment in virtual schools and careers guidance can 
help 

• Guaranteed access schemes, such as in Scotland, where care leavers are 
automatically accepted if they meet the advertised entry requirements can 
help to mitigate confidence issues, and have tripled student numbers north of 
the border 

• To tackle the underrepresentation of care experienced and estranged 
students in high-tariff institutions, the Department for Education should 
identify the top performing care experienced pupils at GCSE level. High tariff 
universities, supported by DfE, should be tasked with developing a national 
programme of support for these pupils leading up to university applications 
including, for example, mentoring, summer schools, special open 
days/weekends, and perhaps a guaranteed offer. High-tariff institutions must 
‘lean-in’ to this initiative with financial and human resource as an explicit and 
central plank of their widening participation action. 

Responsibility: All Higher Education providers should be signatories to 
the Care Leaver Covenant to solidify their sense of responsibility for 
care experienced and estranged students 

• The previous government explored the possibility of making universities 
‘corporate parents’, as is the case in Scotland, where it has helped 
standardise financial assistance, accommodation support, support staff, and 
pre-entry and transition support. 

• However, before taking that step, the Department for Education should 
encourage more institutions to sign up to the existing Care Leaver Covenant, 
which provides a framework to support young people across finance, health, 
education, employment and independent living. Offers, such as provision of a 
rent guarantor scheme to address student housing barriers, can tackle 
challenges faced by care experienced and estranged students specific to a 
local context.  

Responsibility: Statutory support provided by Local Authorities should 
be expanded and standardised  

• To address the ‘postcode lottery’ of local authority support faced by care 
leavers, the Department for Education should create a universal offer of 
support that they expect all local authorities to provide for care leavers 
pursuing higher education. This should include financial and housing support 

• To address the age ‘cliff-edge’ of support drop off that care leavers face, and 
in recognition that this group often enters university later due to educational 
disruption, support should be extended until their time of graduation, as long 
as they have enrolled before they turned 25 

• As per the Independent Care Review recommendation, Virtual School 
oversight and engagement in educational journeys should be extended to age 
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25 reflecting educational disruption and comparatively low attainment at key 
stage transitions 

  Recommendations 

Funding 
 

Introduce a care experienced and estranged Student 
Premium scheme, offering institutions grant funding for each 
enrolled student.  

Reform Student Finance England to reflect the needs of care 
experienced and estranged students, including providing 
additional non-repayable grants, and extending student 
finance to cover the full 52 weeks of the year.  

Data 

Support the development of evidence-led good practice, 
including by i) expanding the relevant data published by 
HESA in England including an estrangement flag; ii) requiring 
institutions to include care experience/estrangement in their 
APPs and ultimately to work towards the NNECL Quality Mark 
to access funding; iii) commissioning long term tracking of 
outcomes for institutions participating in schemes like the 
Quality Mark.  

Access 

Introduce ring-fenced funding for tutoring of care 
experienced pupils in years 1 to 11.  

Prioritise care experienced pupils for a minimum level of 
personalised careers support in schools.   

High tariff universities, supported by the Department for 
Education, should develop a targeted support programme for 
the top performing care leavers at GCSE level, supporting 
them in years 12 and 13 in the lead up to university 
application season.   

Introduce a Guaranteed Offer Scheme for care experienced 
and estranged pupils.  

Responsibility 

Encourage universities to sign up to the Care Leaver 
Covenant, ahead of consideration of giving them corporate 
parenting responsibilities. 

Standardise local authority support and extend support 
through to graduation for those care leavers that enrol aged 
25 or under. 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION 

There is a growing belief that society’s obligations to care experienced 
and estranged people involves getting more of them successfully 
through higher education 
“The disadvantage faced by the care experienced community should be the civil 
rights issue of our time”. Those words come from Josh MacAlister’s review, 
commissioned by the then Conservative government, and published in 2022.1 A lot 
has changed in the subsequent two and half years – not least the election of a new 
government, with MacAlister now sitting in its ranks as an MP. Yet too little progress 
has been made to achieve the vision MacAlister, and those before him, had of a 
society where care experienced people can enjoy loving relationships, quality 
education, a decent home, fulfilling work and good health.  

To that end, the review set out five missions, the second of which was to “double the 
proportion of care leavers attending university, and particularly high tariff 
universities, by 2026”. To meet that target, it called for the concept of ‘corporate 
parenting’, currently applied to local authorities, to be extended to all public bodies. 
Similarly, the APPG for care-experienced children and young people published a 
report in March 2024 of their inquiry into corporate parenting stating that there was 
“widespread support” for educational providers to assume this role.2 In other words, 
institutions like universities and colleges should take shared responsibility for 
offering care experienced students the support they need to get on in life. This report 
considers how successfully higher education institutions are currently supporting 
relevant students, and how they can be helped to do better. In particular, it seeks to 

Chapter summary 

• There has been increasing political and policy attention on increasing 
the number of care experienced pupils into higher education. In 2022 
the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care chaired by Josh 
MacAlister set out a mission to double the proportion of care leavers 
attending university, and particularly the most selective universities.  

• Progress in this area has been slow, and not enough attention has 
been paid to estranged students. The outcomes in higher education 
remain worse for both of these groups compared to their peers, with 
care experienced and estranged students more likely to drop-out and 
less likely to graduate with a first or 2:1. 

• This report identifies policy measures to improve these outcomes. We 
draw on extensive existing literature, as well as twenty interviews 
undertaken with a range of experts, practitioners and policymakers. 
We also conducted focus groups with care experienced and estranged 
students themselves. 
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identify immediate and longer term actions the new government can take to work 
with institutions and regain momentum for this mission.   

MacAlister’s missions anticipate the ‘mission-led’ approach promised by the new 
government in Westminster. Among the objectives it has set itself is to “break down 
the barriers to opportunity for every child, at every stage and shatter the class 
ceiling”.3 If the government is to succeed, improving school outcomes for the worst 
off and putting more people on positive post-school pathways, it must address the 
challenges facing care experienced and estranged people in the education system. 

The shift envisaged by the MacAlister review was already underway in Scotland. Its 
independent care review was published two years earlier, in February 2020, and was 
called ‘The Promise’, reflecting the vow made to care experienced children that “You 
will grow up loved, safe and respect. And by 2030, that promise must be kept”.4 But 
even before then, The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 created duties 
and responsibilities upon public bodies, including universities, which were 
designated corporate parents. This involves accepting responsibility for looked after 
children and care leavers, seeking the best outcomes for them and making their 
needs a priority.5 

The Scottish government has also prioritised increasing the number of care 
experienced students entering higher education. Its 2016 Commission on Widening 
Access recognised the particular challenges facing those with care experience, and 
called for Scotland to be “much bolder in its ambition for, and commitment to, those 
with care experience”.6 On its recommendation, care experienced students are given 
a guaranteed offer at a higher education institution if they meet the minimum entry 
requirements, and receive priority among equally qualified applicants.7 The Scottish 
government, through the Student Awards Agency for Scotland, also offers a Care 
Experienced Bursary – a grant of £9,000 for care experienced students – as well as 
offering grants of up to £105 per week for accommodation during the summer 
holidays to address homelessness risk.8  

The Welsh government, too, has targeted care leavers for support with its basic 
income pilot, launched in July 2022, providing 18 year olds with £1,600 per month for 
two years.9 Whilst this fixed term scheme has now ended, we await the evaluation 
from Conservation and Sustainability Consortium of AcaDEmic Institutions (CASCADE) 
on how this impacted on HE access and progression.10 

Definitions and terminology: this report looks at how to improve 
outcomes for estranged as well as care experienced students 

As we shall see, definitions can be crucial in this area, not least insofar as they define 
the object of policy concern and eligibility for support. There are also understandable 
sensitivities around labels, and differences between social, institutional and legal 
uses of different terms. In this report, we cast the net relatively wide, driven in part 
by our finding that some of the greatest issues are found by those at the fringe or 
beyond the scope of existing schemes – in other words, we are interested in 
improving outcomes not just for care leavers or even care experienced students, but 
also estranged students. 



SOCIAL MARKET FOUNDATION 

14 
 

Children whose families are unable or not permitted to care for them are sometimes 
taken into the care of the state. This care can take different forms, including living 
with foster carers, in a residential children’s home or being looked after at home 
under a supervision order. This is commonly because of lack of parental capacity, 
neglect, abuse, addiction or criminality, but can also be because young people are 
unaccompanied asylum seekers, homeless or orphaned. There are a number of 
broadly synonymous terms for such children. 

• Looked after child/child looked after/cared for young person/child in care: 
terms for children who are, or have been, in the care of their local authority 

There are different terms used to describe people who have previously been in care, 
and faced the associated challenges, but the two most prominent are care leaver and 
care experienced: 

• Care leaver: somebody who has been in care for a specified minimum period, 
at a specific age and often enters official adulthood at age 18 directly from 
care  

• Care experienced: a broader blanket term for all individuals who have been in 
local authority care at some point during their childhood 

The idea of a “care leaver” is often operationalised using formal definitions set out in 
Acts of Parliament. The most common definition equates it with idea of having been 
an ‘eligible child’: in care on or after their 16th birthday, and looked after for at least 13 
weeks by a local authority after the age of 14.11  

The Department for Education (DfE), in its statistics, uses a different definition of 
“care leaver”: individuals who have either been looked after continuously for 12 
months or more three years prior to application, or were a special school pupil who 
was at least 15 at the beginning of the academic year. In other words, under their 
definition, to be a care leaver at 18/19, one needs to have been in the care system for 
at least a year at 15. 

The concept of “care experienced” is often preferred to care leaver, recognising that 
even short periods in care, or periods in care earlier in childhood, reflect 
circumstances likely to have had a detrimental effects on an individuals’ wellbeing 
and life chances.12 For example, the MacAlister review says that care experienced is 
its favoured term.13 UCAS defines someone with care experience as having “spent 
time living with foster carers under local authority care, in residential care (e.g. a 
children’s home), looked after at home under a supervision order, or in kinship care 
with relatives or friends, either officially (e.g. a special guardianship order) or 
informally without local authority support”.14 

In recent years, there has been a broadening of focus to include estranged students 
into discussions of care experienced students, recognising that they face many of 
the same challenges and issues.  
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• Estranged: someone who has no communicative relationship with either of 
their living biological or adoptive parents, and often their wider family 
networks.15  

Figure 1 shows how these concepts relate to one another. Care leavers are a subset 
of care experienced people – those who are in care across their mid-teens. Care 
leavers and care experienced people may be estranged, but not necessarily. 
Conversely, many estranged people will not have been in care but some will certainly 
be care experienced. In this report, we take a broad approach, and are in principle 
interested in all three: care leavers, care experienced and estranged students.  

Figure 1: Definitions and terminology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite gradual progress, higher education outcomes remain worse for 
care experienced and estranged students 
Care leavers are considerably less likely to go to university than the general 
population, which is why improving higher education outcomes has been such a 
focus of efforts to improve their life chances. There is a lot at stake, because going to 
university can be transformational: whereas care experienced individuals generally 
earn around a third less than those who have never been in care, care experienced 
graduates earn just 2.5% less than the average graduate.16 There are also broader 
social and health benefits for graduates. Individuals who participate in higher 
education tend to have better mental and physical health, and have greater life 
satisfaction.17  

The most reliable statistics that we have on care experienced young people’s access 
to higher education come from the Department for Education. They relate to care 
leavers specifically, defined as young people looked after for at least a year at age 15. 
They show that 14% of care leavers were in higher education by the age of 19 in 
2021/22.18 That likely underestimates the proportion that eventually end up in higher 
education – UCAS data indicates that around a third of care experienced applicants 
are over the age of 2119 – but it is still well below their peers. In 2021/22, 47% of non-
care experienced students were in higher education.20 The figure is even lower for 
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access to elite universities: in 2021/22, only 2% of care leavers were admitted to the 
most selective ‘high tariff’ universities, compared to 14% of non-care leavers. 

Figure 2: Destination of 19 year olds, England 2021/22 

  

Source: Department for Education, Widening Participation in Higher Education 

As Figure 3 shows, those numbers actually represent an improvement on the recent 
past. The proportion of care leavers going onto university has gradually increased 
over the course of a decade or so, up from 9% in 2009/10. The proportion going on to 
high tariff universities has doubled, albeit from a very low base. This partly reflects a 
more general increase in participation: the proportion of non care leavers going into 
HE rose from 34% to 47% over this period. It also reflects a rise in number of children 
in care: the proportion of school leavers that were care leavers rose 26% between 
2009/10 and 2021/22. Nevertheless, care leavers’ share of student numbers rose by 
more, especially in top tier universities. The share of HE students that are care 
leavers rose 51%, and the share of high tariff university students rose 113%.  
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Figure 3: Proportion of care leavers in higher education at age 19, England 

 

Source: Department for Education, Widening Participation in Higher Education 

Even so, this progress has not been fast enough to give confidence of eventual 
equity. The think tank Civitas points out that if the growth rate of recent years 
continues, it will take 107 years for care leaver participation to reach the 47% 
achieved by non care leavers.21  

Data on care experienced and estranged students are less robust, but suggests an 
increase in participation, or perhaps identification, for both. The number of 
applicants to university or college declaring care experience on the UCAS system 
doubled between 2008 and 2022, rising from 4,495 to 8,930.22 According to the 
Office for Students (OfS), the number of UK undergraduate students entering 
university and self-identifying as care experienced rose from 2,720 in 2014/15 to 
5,050 by 2021/22. The proportion that are care experienced is 1.2%, six times higher 
than the DfE’s estimate of the care leaver share of student population 
(unsurprisingly, since the “care experienced” category is broader). In total, the OfS 
count 12,360 UK care experienced undergraduate students (across all years, not just 
entrants).23  
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Figure 4: Number and proportion of care experienced UK undergraduate entrants 

 

Note: Participants that did not provide a response are excluded from the analysis 
Source: Office for Students, Population data dashboard 

Similarly, provisional data released by the Student Loan Company shows that the 
number of estranged students applying for ‘independent student’ status in the 
university sector in England has risen by 17% since 2017/18, although figures for the 
2022/23 academic year are down from 2020/21 and 2021/22 (Figure 5).   

Figure 5: Number of estranged English applicants to student finance 

  

Note: Data represents students who are under the age of 25 and have been approved for means-tested 
funding. Students may appear in multiple years due to multi-year courses.  
Source: Student Loans Company, Estranged students & care leavers by HEP: AYs 2017/18 - 2022/23  

Once they make it into higher education however, care experienced student 
progression generally stalls, as Figure 6 shows. 15% drop out within the first year, 
compared to 10% of non care experienced students. 1 in 5 have not completed their 
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course within four years. Care experienced students get lower degree classifications: 
two-thirds achieve a first or 2.1, compared to four-fifths of non-experienced 
students. And care experienced students are less likely to get a graduate job.  

Figure 6: HE outcomes for care experienced and non-experienced students, UK, most recent 
available year 

 

Source: Office for Students, Student characteristics data: Outcomes data 

Estranged students, similarly, are more likely to drop out and have lower attainment 
rates. Experimental data from the Office for Students indicates that that continuation 
rate for estranged students was 8.2 percentage points lower than non-estranged 
students. The proportion of estranged students achieving a first or a 2:1 is 13 
percentage points lower than non-estranged students.24  

This report identifies policy measures to improve outcomes for care 
experienced and estranged students 
There is, then, much work to be done if policymakers are to achieve the ambitions for 
care experienced people in the education system, set out in reports like the 
MacAlister review and The Promise. Doubling the number of care leavers in higher 
education, particularly at the most selective universities, will require a dramatic 
acceleration of progress. As we shall see, there may be real challenge in sustaining 
current progress. The number of DfE-defined care leavers entering high tariff 
institutions rose from 50 to 90 between 2020 and 2022, but that was likely driven by 
issues with school grades following the pandemic, where students were awarded 
predicted grades, increasing the number meeting university entry requirements. 
Moreover, as we shall see in the following chapter, the pool of care experienced 
young people with the school attainment necessary to get into university is shrinking, 
which will make it harder to hit such targets.  

In any case, getting care experienced and estranged people through the door is not 
enough. They also need specific support to ensure more of them complete their 
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courses and graduate with a reasonable quality degree that sets them up well for the 
job market.  

Yet there is a sense that momentum has stalled since the publication of the 
MacAlister review. This might be attributed to the fact that it was commissioned by a 
government on its way out of office – though it did publish a response, Stable Homes, 
Built on Love, and consulted on the best way forward.25  

With a new government now in office, this report identifies the measures it should 
take to ensure care experienced and estranged students can access and thrive in 
higher education. Specifically, it addresses the following research questions: 

• What are the distinctive needs of estranged and care experienced students in 
understanding, reaching and succeeding in tertiary education?  

• What existing activities are trying to address these needs, which are most 
successful/effective, and what systemic issues are challenges or barriers in 
addressing these needs?  

• What can policymakers, educational institutions and other organisations do to 
improve estranged and care experienced students’ chances of success? 

• How much would any initiatives cost, and what would the potential economic 
and social benefits be?  

• How do these initiatives map onto current windows for change?   

It does so by means of a thorough literature review, covering policy documents, 
academic papers and think tank/charity reports. We have also conducted 20 
interviews with a range of experts, practitioners and policymakers, including 
representatives of government, educational institutions and researchers. In addition, 
we conducted a focus group of care experienced and estranged young people, to 
canvass their experiences and perceptions of different policy options (in addition to 
student voice within the literature).   

Interviewee type  Number of interviews undertaken 
Civil Society 7 
Care experienced and estranged 
students 

6 

Policy & government  5 
Higher Education 5 
Academic researcher 3 

In this report, we focus primarily on universities and higher education in England, 
though in some places we touch on further education colleges and devolved 
administrations since many of the challenges are shared. That is simply to keep the 
scope of the report and research manageable, and no reflection on the importance of 
non-university educational routes.   

The rest of the report is organised as follows: 

• Chapter Two explores the barriers and challenges that care experienced and 
estranged students face in higher education 
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• Chapter Three maps the range of support available to care experienced and 
estranged students, and begins to evaluate how well it works, and how it 
might be improved 

• Chapter Four sets out policy recommendations and implications for practice 
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CHAPTER TWO – WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO CARE EXPERIENCED 
AND ESTRANGED STUDENTS SUCCEEDING IN HIGHER EDUCATION? 

Care experienced and estranged students face an array of distinctive challenges that 
make it harder for them to enter and thrive in higher education. It is those barriers 
that justify the specific attention and support for such students. 

Across our reading and interviews, we were able to group four different types of 
issues, which this chapter explores in turn: 

• Academic preparation 
• Material disadvantage: accommodation and finance  
• Psychological needs 

• Tough transitions 

School attainment is the biggest barrier to accessing higher education, 
and makes it harder to succeed in university 

Across our interviews, whenever we asked experts to list the most significant 
obstacles for care experienced and estranged students accessing higher education, 
invariably the first thing they raised was prior school attainment at traditional key 
stage transitions.  

“In terms of increasing the proportion of care experienced young people 
going on to higher education, the single biggest thing can do is improve 
their attainment at 16. By that point in the conveyor belt, or whatever 
metaphor you want to use, everything is pretty much fixed.” Academic 

Chapter summary 

• School attainment is the biggest barrier for care experienced students 
accessing university. Only 19% of children in care passed English and 
Maths GCSE in 2022/23, compared to 65% of all pupils. 

• Once in higher education, care experienced and estranged students 
face greater material challenges with housing and money.  

• Consequently, their decision over where or whether to study is 
often driven by the support on offer as much as their educational 
or career aspirations.  

• The transition from local authority care to university can throw up a 
number of logistical challenges and breaks in support.  

• Care experienced and estranged students are more ‘marginal’: more 
uncertain about their decision to attend university than their peers, and 
less confident. 
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“In the literature [the barrier to access] is very much qualification level. Care 
experienced people are less likely to have the qualifications to access 
universities because of disrupted schooling, moving around different 
homes, changing schools.” Academic  

Due to their adverse childhood experience, not enough care experienced and 
estranged young people get the grades to get in to university, and to do well when 
they are there. In 2022/23, 9% of children who were in care during the year of their 
GCSEs achieved “good passes” (grade 5 or above) in English and Maths. For the 
broader category of anybody that had been a child in need in the past six years, the 
proportion was 17%. Across the entire pupil population, the proportion was 45%.26 As 
Figure 7 shows, there are similar gaps in terms of achieving grade 4.  

Figure 7: Proportion of pupils achieving grade 4 (Pass) or better in English and Maths, 2022/23 

 

Source: Department for Education, Outcomes for children in need, including children looked after by local 
authorities in England; SMF analysis 

It is not strictly necessary to achieve any particular grade at Key Stage 4 (GCSEs and 
equivalent) in order to attend university. When the previous government proposed 
minimum eligibility requirements, they were to be set at grade 4 passes in Maths and 
English – though around 1 in 10 university students do not achieve that benchmark.27 
All the same, the fact that only 19% of children in care pass GCSE English and Maths 
at 16 (though more may achieve those qualifications later in life), and 14% care 
leavers are already in higher education suggests that there is a limited pool of 
qualified students. Similarly, while it is not strictly necessary to have A Levels to 
attend university, the fact that an estimated 15% of looked after children and 22% of 
care experienced young people study for A Levels, suggests a limited pipeline.28 
Without a substantial improvement in performance, achieving the MacAlister 
review’s ambition of doubling care leavers in higher education looks challenging to 
say the least.  

These differences in school grades account for the vast majority of the gap in higher 
education participation between care leaver and other students. According to 
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analysis by Neil Harrison of a cohort of students that entered HE in the early 2010s, 
care leavers were 69% less likely than non-care leavers to get to university, but 
accounting for Key Stage 4 attainment plus other demographic factors reduces this to 
11%.29 To put this another way, Harrison shows that 71% of care leavers that achieved 
eight or more GCSE passes went onto higher education, compared to 76% of the 
general population that achieved those grades. For those with five passes including 
English and Maths, 59% went into HE compared to 68% overall.  

School attainment remains, then, the fundamental obstacle to care experienced 
people accessing higher education, and the biggest limiting factor on individual and 
social aspirations. While there may be some things that the university sector can do 
to help improve it, it is first and foremost an issue for schools, colleges and the care 
system. We heard regularly about the level of disruption that school students face, 
and how this makes it harder for them to flourish in the high stakes, often time fixed, 
assessments that decide whether they can get into higher education.  

“[Care experienced students] might change school, they might live out of 
area. They might be trying to contend with moving homes, you know, so then 
education often becomes secondary to survival, if you like. If you’re moving 
school, four or five times, young people reported that they were often more 
bothered about finding friends and people to, you know, hang around with 
rather than concentrating on particular subjects.“ Academic  

“One of the things that we know is very, very common for care experienced 
young people in school is they miss school for lots of different reasons, either 
because of health reasons or because of placement changes. And so that 
school is often a place of success and safety, but it's also disrupted.” 
Academic 

Even for those who make it over the threshold into university, barriers to picking up 
necessary knowledge, skills and confidence at school can put them at a 
disadvantage. This is reflected in their confidence going in: across the 2023 and 
2024 Unite Applicant Index surveys of prospective students30, 59% of care leavers 
said they think they will struggle to keep up with other students on the course, 
compared to 39% overall.31 To some extent this anxiety may be well placed – as 
noted in the previous chapter, two-thirds of care experienced students achieve a 
first or 2:1, compared to four-fifths of non care experienced students.  

Care experienced and estranged students face greater material 
challenges with housing and money  
The most obvious form of disadvantage that care experienced and estranged 
students face – and the ones that support measures invariably prioritise to target – is 
in their material circumstances. Often without recourse to a family home and financial 
support, care experienced and estranged students face particular housing and 
financial issues.  

Housing 

Issues with securing affordable, suitable and stable accommodation was raised in 
much of our reading and many of the conversations we had as being particularly 
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challenging for care experienced and estranged students. Much of university life and 
systems works around the assumption that students have a family home. For 
example, the fact that student finance in England does not cover the whole calendar 
year was raised in interviews as an illustration of the assumptions made, in that case 
presuming that students will return to a family home during summer. Being care 
experienced, and even more so being estranged, increases the likelihood of not 
having such a reliable housing situation. These distinctive challenges of care 
experienced and estranged students come over and above the more general issues 
that all types of students face with finding suitable, affordable and convenient 
accommodation.  

Care experienced and estranged students are slightly less likely to live in halls of 
residence: 33% of care leavers and 31% of estranged students do so, compared to 
35% of the general student population. They are quite a bit more likely to live alone – 
especially (understandably) estranged students, 13% of whom are on their own, 
compared to 9% of care leavers and 6% of all students. Perhaps as a result, they 
tend to live further away from campus: 58% of care experienced and 50% of 
estranged students live over 10 miles from their university, compared to a third 
overall.32 This may partly be because, for those receiving support from a local 
authority, they may prioritise taking housing offered to them by their LA over finding 
accommodation close to their university. In interviews and focus groups there was a 
sense that care experienced students in particular make decisions primarily based on 
their need for stability over what is best for their education. 

“Students were making decisions based on [support advertised] and then 
getting to university, and not all of it materialized, and they felt very annoyed 
by that, because if they'd have known, then they would have chosen 
somewhere else. I had a couple of students say to me ‘if I'd have known they 
didn't offer this support that they said they'd offer, I would have gone to X’, 
and it usually was a high tariff university they didn't go to.” Academic 

In general, student accommodation does not always meet the needs of care 
experienced and estranged students. In particular, there are issues with 
accommodation around term time: at the beginning and end of their studies, as well 
as in holidays. Along with the wider orientation and transitional difficulties that they 
face, sorting out accommodation on arrival can be particularly tricky. A common issue 
for those that are in halls is having somewhere to stay during holiday closure periods. 
While care experienced and estranged students are more likely to rely on the private 
sector, they can face difficulties with getting the money together for a deposit if they 
don’t have family financial support and are unable to source a rent guarantor. Even 
when they do find somewhere to stay, it may not be appropriate. For example, those 
with parental experiences of drug and alcohol problems may find themselves 
exposed to things they would prefer to avoid.33 27% of care experienced students 
report finding drug and alcohol culture at university excessive.34 There are also 
challenges for care experienced and estranged students after they graduate, but still 
need a base from which to apply for jobs before they get an income. This has been 
called the “cliff-edge”, where care experienced students lose the university support 
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they were entitled to at graduation and do not have sufficient support from other 
sources to secure stable housing and progress into work or further study.35 

Financial insecurity 

Financial challenges, especially when care experienced and estranged students 
were not receiving accommodation support, came up regularly across our interviews, 
including some troubling and harrowing testimony from the students we spoke to, 
and from those who work with them. These students often start from a position of 
financial vulnerability, which can be exacerbated by disruption to financial support, or 
failure to claim entitlements.  

“Everything for us is on the line, like a house, a job, bursaries. All these 
things are in our brain – we need to get good grades, otherwise they'll take 
us off the scholarship or whatever. And [other students] are just jumping 
around with money falling out of their pockets. I think that was like, the main 
thing for me, where I was just like, wow, I am not like these people.” Student 

“I had actually ended up with my laptop broke February 2023, and it was 
probably my worst nightmare. I was told that I had to upgrade my laptop so 
that I could use it for the software on my course, and I didn't have the money 
for that. […] I didn't have any money left in their grant pot. They were like, ‘we 
can only give you a loan’, and I can't find a way to pay that back. […] I’m 
always living week to week. If any unexpected expenses come up like, say, 
dentistry, I can't afford to go to the dentist. I can barely afford next week's 
shopping.” Student 

However, the Unite Applicant Index suggests things are not so clear cut. 55% of care 
leavers say that financial issues are currently affecting their mental health, compared 
to 38% overall. Paradoxically, care leavers are also more likely to say they will have 
enough money to cover their costs at university: 56% of care leavers expected that 
to be the case, compared to 45% of the overall applicant base.  

There are a few possible explanations for these data points. This could reflect 
adaptive expectations: plausibly care experienced students may be more prepared 
and adjusted to financial hardship. Conversely, it could reflect greater optimism on 
the part of care experienced students, perhaps anticipating that their financial 
circumstances with access to student finance will be better than they are used to. It 
almost certainly reflects the broader cost of living crisis, which means that students 
of all sorts are increasingly worried about paying the bills. 

However, the most encouraging explanation (from the perspective of care leaver 
students if not the wider population) is that this reflects the effectiveness of existing 
financial support. As we shall describe in the following chapter, there is a significant 
amount of relatively generous funding on offer for care experienced students, and it 
is plausible that this is cushioning the blow more effectively than for the rest of their 
cohorts. There is some evidence for this theory in the Higher Education Policy 
Institute’s Student Academic Experience Survey. Figure 8 shows the different 
sources of income students report using to cover their living costs. Care experienced 
students are much more likely to report receiving scholarships and studentships 
(26% to 15% overall), and less likely to rely exclusively on maintenance loans.  
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Figure 8: Which of the following do you use to cover your living costs? 

 

Source: HEPI, Student Academic Experience Survey 2024; SMF analysis 

Notice, however, that estranged students are closer to the general population than 
care experienced students in terms of their sources of income, with only 18% 
receiving scholarships (and indeed fewer getting support from family). Their difficult 
position, betwixt and between, seems to be reflected in the Unite survey, where only 
33% say they have enough money to cover their costs at university.  

Mental health and wider issues around confidence and belonging are also 
obstacles to success at university 

Mental health 

Mental health support was a central part of the MacAlister review, reflecting the 
significant challenges that care experienced young people face, often including 
dealing with trauma.36 However, while it might be assumed that care experienced 
and estranged students face worse mental health than their peers, that is not clearly 
the case. With the caveat of small samples (particularly for estranged students), 
across the last two Unite Applicant Index surveys, 18% of care leaver students have 
reported a mental health condition, comparable to 19% of all applicants – although 
estranged students were much higher with 30%. Care experienced students’ rate of 
depression is 24% – no different from the overall average – and anxiety is lower – 
31% vs 38%. Estranged students do worse on all outcomes.37 Moreover, those 
findings are at odds with HEPI’s Student Academic Survey, which finds that average 
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reported anxiety out of 10 (where 10 is greater) was 5.3 for those who had been in 
local authority care compared to 4.5 for those who had not been, and 5.0 for 
estranged students versus 4.45 for those who were not estranged.38 Although, of 
course, it is important to note that this could also reflect differences in mental health 
between applicants (the sample drawn from for the Unite Index) and current students 
(HEPI’s Student Academic Survey).  

However, it does seem that mental health issues can be more severe or debilitating 
for care experienced and estranged students. Around half of care experienced and 
estranged applicants in the Unite survey say they have missed some school for 
mental health reasons, considerably more than have a reported condition. This may 
be due to issues accessing medical care and diagnosis. Interviewees raised 
concerns that those in the care system who may have a mental health condition or 
learning difficulty may not be diagnosed until later in life, because disruption to 
schooling and frequent moves can make it harder for teachers and caregivers to spot 
issues early in childhood. Furthermore, some (although certainly not all) care 
experienced or estranged students will have experienced medical neglect, which can 
also delay identification of symptoms and diagnosis. 

In any case, care experienced and estranged students are liable to be caught up in 
the wider issues surrounding mental health support in higher education. The 
proportion of university applicants declaring a mental health condition has increased 
from 1.2% to 7.5% in less than a decade.39  Practitioners in university mental health 
services also report that a larger proportion of students face complex and long-term 
mental health conditions. Meanwhile, students (like the broader public) can struggle 
to access NHS services: 35% of young people seeking mental health support are 
either on a waiting list or unable to access support.40  

There is a growing expectation that institutions provide both pastoral and academic 
support – but institutions are not immune from issues of recruitment similarly faced 
by the NHS, and academic staff do not feel equipped to appropriately support 
students in a pastoral capacity. All of this has created an unenviable situation in 
which students report delayed access to support from their university (or a lack of 
support entirely), and universities point to the pressure they experience trying to 
respond to rising demand for services. Services struggling with high demand can risk 
the most vulnerable students, such as care-experienced and estranged students, 
missing out on support. And universities may feel ill-equipped to support these 
students, particularly when their needs may be more complex or severe (few 
universities, for example, have specialist trauma therapists).   

Emotional support and belonging 

Quite apart from formal mental health treatment for diagnosable conditions, care 
experienced and estranged students may have particular psychological needs to be 
met if they are to thrive in higher education. It is common to hear stories about their 
struggle to fit in, and feel comfortable, understood and wanted, in what can be a 
novel and sometimes alienating environment. This interacts with the issues we 
raised above. Having less money – or feeling like you have less money – than your 
peers has obvious consequences for how included you feel. Living and distant from 
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the university community clearly increases the risk of isolation. Very many care 
experienced and estranged students, in addition to their familial situation, have other 
minority characteristics that contribute to a sense of difference from the mainstream 
including ethnicity, sexual orientation and disability. 

Again, the survey data is somewhat more complicated than the standard narratives. 
Before applying, in the Unite Applicant Index, care experienced prospective students 
are almost exactly as anxious about fitting in: 51% worry about it, compared to 50% 
of the general population (and a bit lower – 43% – for those estranged).41 Now, that 
reflects a fairly high base rate – half of all students worry about fitting in. But it could 
also be because they are more likely to hold their peers at a bit of a distance. 55% of 
care experienced applicants say they have little interest in the social side of 
university, compared to 34% of estranged and 28% overall. It should not be 
surprising then, that HEPI finds higher rates of loneliness: 39% of care experienced 
students and 40% of estranged students say they feel lonely most or all of the time, 
where it is 25% in the rest of the student population.42 Another academic survey 
found that 40% of care experienced students feel ‘different’ from their peers.43 

Care experienced and estranged students seem to face certain particular concerns 
about stigma. Around half of care experienced applicants (47%) and a third (33%) 
estranged say they feel ashamed. Similar proportions – 49% of care experienced and 
40% of estranged – admit to feeling rejected by others.44  

Confidence 

A related issue is confidence. With many care experienced and estranged students 
feeling ill at ease, and often suffering from weaker academic preparation, it is 
unsurprising that many are unsure whether they are capable and doubt their ability to 
cope. As noted above, care experienced and estranged students are more likely to 
worry that they will not be able to keep up with their peers.  

Perhaps surprisingly, given the resilience typically needed for care experienced 
students to even reach higher education, they report being more easily discouraged. 
52% of care experienced students say that if they do badly at something, they do not 
like to try again (the corresponding figure is around a third for estranged students 
and the wider population).45 

The transition from local authority care to university can throw up a 
number of logistical challenges and breaks in support 
The transition to university, and the independence it brings, is part of the challenge 
of becoming a student for many young people. It is, for many, their first experience of 
the strains and pressures of adulthood. Tending to be older – around half of care 
experienced and estranged students are over the age of 25, compared to a quarter of 
all students46 – this will be less of an issue for some care experienced and estranged 
students, who would be expected to be more mature and independent. Yet for those 
who are getting their first taste of doing things on their own, this can be particularly 
tricky. One survey found that over a quarter of care experienced students arrived at 
university alone, which can heighten a sense of isolation and estrangement.47  
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There are a number of logistical and practical challenges in moving away from local 
authority care. Care leavers are entitled to continued financial support from their 
council. From the age of 18, they will also have a personal advisor who takes 
responsibility for supporting them, reviewing their ‘pathway plan’, which sets out 
their educational goals (as well as objectives for health, financial management and 
family relationships), and keeping track of them. This sort of support can be quite 
variable in its effectiveness. For those that move away from the local authority where 
they grew up, there can be practical issues with follow up. Across our research, we 
heard reports that local authorities have a tendency to pay less attention to care 
leavers that go onto higher education, assuming (understandably) that they need 
less help than young people who may be out of education and employment, or facing 
issues with the criminal justice system.  

“[My local authority] didn't really have official sort of guidance [for helping 
me apply to university]. I remember they had this booklet that was still a 
draft, of the support that they offer. And they haven't improved that now. The 
pre application [support] was not like… they didn't really know what they 
were saying. So one social worker would say one thing, another would say 
another.” Student 

“But when I was actually at university [the local authority was] sort of 
overbearing, if anything, which is maybe the opposite of probably what most 
people have had. I did have social workers and PAs change too many times, 
but that's just sort of the nature of it. But they'd want to be seeing me every 
six to eight weeks, even though I'm like, 21 years of age at this point. And 
yeah, I have no concerns or no issues or anything, and said, can we just 
stop? This is too much, especially because they wanted me to come back to 
London every time. So, yeah, I found it quite frustrating.” Student 

“I was in foster care for the ages of five till eight, but because I came out of 
the system before my 14th birthday, I didn't class as a care leaver, therefore I 
don’t get any local authority support. It feels like there's a phrase where you 
sort of fall off the care cliff. I feel like that's kind of what happened to me, 
and my care experience just isn't acknowledged unless I say, oh, hi, I'm care 
experienced.” Student 

“Let's be realistic here, I think a lot of local authorities don't see students 
care leavers who are at university as a priority because they have other 
caseloads that are much more vulnerable.” Civil society interviewee 

Yet the survey evidence suggests that there are significant issues with ‘life 
readiness’ and confidence living independently for many care experienced and 
estranged students. In Unite’s Applicant Index, 72% of care experienced students 
say they are confident about living independently – a similar proportion to the 69% in 
the general population, although estranged students were far lower at 54%.48 Below 
the hood, though, they were less confident on a range of life skills. As Figure 9 
shows, care experienced and estranged students are less likely to say they feel 
confident cooking, cleaning and doing laundry than other students.  
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Figure 9: Proportion of applicants who said they would be confident doing the following 
activities tomorrow 

 

Source: Unite Applicant Index 2023-4; SMF analysis. 

Overall, care experienced and estranged students are more ‘marginal’: 
their position within higher education is more likely to be on a knife 
edge  
Putting this all together, one way of summing up the position of care experienced and 
estranged students is to describe them as more marginal than the rest of the student 
cohort. Their decision to enter higher education is more cautious, ambivalent and 
uncertain. Their attachment once within higher education is weaker, and they are at 
risk of being pushed to the periphery. The evidence we have presented in this 
chapter helps to explain these facts: weaker academic attainment, material 
challenges, psychological needs and tricky transitions all conspire to make care 
experienced and estranged students’ places more precarious.  

Despite the impressive grit and determination displayed by many care experienced 
and estranged students, they may be more ambivalent about higher education than 
their peers. In the Unite Applicant Index, care experienced students display weaker 
intrinsic motivation – only 17% say they are going to university out of interest in their 
chosen subject, compared to 35% overall. Paradoxically, they also show lower 
instrumental motivation – 22% say they need a degree for the job they want, 
compared to 37% overall. Instead, they are more likely to offer reasons that suggest 
they are being carried by inertia: more of them say they are going to university 
because it is what their friends are doing or what their family expects. Now, this 
question was only asked in the 2024 edition of the survey, so should be treated with 
even greater caution because of small sample size, but it is suggestive and intriguing 
and warrants further study.  
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Figure 10: “What are your top motivations for going to university?” 

 

Source: Unite Applicant Index 2024; SMF analysis. 

The more tenuous commitment care experienced and estranged students have to 
university is reflected in the fact that they are more likely to consider alternatives. In 
the 2024 Applicant Index, only 4% of care experienced applicants did not consider 
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54% of estranged applicants say they think it is at least “somewhat likely” they will 
not end up going to university, compared to 32% of the total applicant pool.  

To some extent, this may be a mix of confidence, expectations and aspirations. It 
requires improvements in career information, advice and guidance, approaches 
taken to care experienced students in schools and virtual schools, and greater effort 
for universities to make care experienced and estranged students feel welcomed, at 
home and like they can believe in themselves. It suggests that there are a number of 
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potential students that need a bit more of a push to get them over the hump into 
higher education and on a path towards their future goals. 

Equally, these figures – combined with what we already know about school 
attainment and the weaker performance of care experienced and estranged students 
once they get to university – highlight the risks of pushing too hard. There exists, it 
seems, a meaningful proportion of students that are on the fence about going to 
university. For some this will be because they recognise that they do not yet have the 
necessary skills or because they would be better suited to alternatives. Forcing that 
group too hard risks wasting their time and energy on something that is not right for 
them. Indeed, these figures also raise questions about whether raising the 
continuation rate is necessarily a desirable target – if care experienced and 
estranged students are among the most marginal, it makes sense that many of them 
may want to try higher education and drop out if they learn it does not suit them. 
However, for others this ambivalence towards higher education compared to their 
peers may reflect a combination of low confidence, low aspirations, inadequate 
encouragement, and a lack of support in picking the right education pathway. 
Careers guidance is patchy across the school system49, and interviewees highlighted 
the effect of disruption and school moves for care experienced pupils. Both care 
experienced and estranged pupils are less likely to have guardians and family talking 
to them about higher education and encouraging them to pursue these pathways. In 
interviews, there were concerns that those who were advising care experienced 
pupils such as social workers and foster parents may either not have adequate 
knowledge to inform them on the option of university, or may in some cases assume 
that university is out of their reach, or a risky choice at the expense of housing 
security, and so not actively encourage them to pursue it.   

This is intended to be a counsel of realism, rather than despair, but it is not intended 
to write off care experienced and estranged people or to suggest that they should not 
be supported. As we have set out in this chapter there are significant barriers many 
care experienced and estranged students face that prevent them from succeeding at 
university. In the following chapter, we describe what is being done to remove those 
barriers, and offer some grounds for encouragement that well-targeted initiatives can 
make a meaningful difference.  
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CHAPTER THREE – WHAT SUPPORT EXISTS FOR CARE EXPERIENCED 
AND ESTRANGED STUDENTS AND HOW WELL DOES IT WORK? 

Having outlined the shape of the challenge facing care experienced and estranged 
students in the previous chapter, we now move on to examine what is being done to 
help them meet it. In this chapter, we provide an overview of the sorts of activities 
universities are undertaking, their scale, what we know about their effectiveness, 
and the issues that must be addressed to improve outcomes.  

There is a remarkable amount of support for care experienced students 
– at least on paper 
In our research, we went through the website for each UK university, as well as 
Propel, the online university guide for care leavers, to collect and compare the 
different forms of support on offer for care leavers. On the face of it, there is a lot. 
Figure 11 shows the number of institutions offering differing forms of support. Note 
that these are likely to be an undercount, as some universities may provide forms of 
support without having advertised them explicitly.  

Some things are near enough universal. Basically every university we looked at 
claimed to offer specialised academic support. More impressively, almost all provide 

Chapter summary 

• We estimate that universities collectively spend approximately £10-15 
million per year on dedicated help for care experienced students. 
Support commonly includes bespoke or priority access to existing 
bursaries, dedicated support staff, and forms of accommodation 
support. 

• Increasingly, institutions offer support to all care experienced students, 
but some restrict eligibility to care leavers only, and help for estranged 
students is less common.  

• Support is inconsistent between institutions, and perversely it is often 
the institutions that admit more care experienced and estranged 
students that have fewer resources.  

• Of the support that does exist, evidence on the effectiveness of 
interventions is poor, often due to issues with data collection and 
accessibility. Overall, there is little confidence that existing resource is 
effectively distributed and spent across the sector.  

• Furthermore, the system is largely run on goodwill from institutions, and 
support for care experienced and estranged students is discretionary in 
nature. The risk of such support being cut back in the face of funding 
constraints across the sector is concerning.   
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financial support in the form of bursaries. These vary in terms of their generosity, but 
£1,000 is the standard amount: around half the universities that disclosed the size of 
their bursaries offered that much. It is generally regarded as expected practice to 
have a dedicated staff member who acts as a point of contact, and the vast majority 
of universities say they can provide that too. 

Contextual admissions – taking an applicant’s circumstances into account when 
considering their application, and sometimes lowering the bar in terms of the grades 
needed to be accepted – is also widespread for care leavers. We found it in almost 
two-thirds of the institutions we reviewed. Guaranteed places in student 
accommodation are also fairly common, publicised by over half of institutions.    

Financial support most typically takes the form of direct cash bursaries, though a 
significant minority of institutions offer discounted accommodation, and others offer 
help with the cost of attending open days.  

Figure 11: Number of UK institutions offering each form of support for care leavers 

 

Source: University websites, Propel; SMF analysis. 

Since bursaries are the main financial commitment that universities make, we can 
use them to produce a rough estimate for university spending on care experienced 
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information requests made by Civitas50, implies that £9.2 million a year is spent on 
bursaries. However, this excludes institutions that do not publish the size of their 
bursaries. If we assume they all offer bursaries of £1,000, that raises the total spend 
to £16.7 million.  
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account for non-bursary costs, such as employing dedicated staff members and 
offering discounts on accommodation.  

All of this means that our estimate is highly imprecise, and can be used only to offer 
an order of magnitude on the resources expended. However, we can offer a best 
guess that around £10-15 million a year is spent by universities on dedicated help for 
care experienced students. 

Yet the support is inconsistent, and institutions with more care 
experienced students have fewer resources 
Unfortunately, there is often a gap between what universities offer in theory, and 
what care experienced students receive in practice. We heard and read repeatedly 
that support for care experienced students can be inconsistent, and fail to live up to 
expectations.  

For example, as Figure 11 shows, most universities say they provide a dedicated 
named contact for care experienced students. Yet what this practically means can 
vary widely. Some students have genuine available personalised support. Others may 
have to share their contact with dozens of other students. Others still just get access 
to a contact email or phone number which may or may not be manned when they 
need it.  

That reflects a more general pattern – there are significant differences between 
institutions in terms of the caseload their staff have to deal with, how proactive they 
are, and how well trained and experienced they are.   

There are also significant issues with student engagement and take-up of support. 
We heard from students who were unaware of their entitlements, only realised that 
they could get money or help partway through the year, and in some cases only found 
out once a crisis had ensued.  

“I wasn't aware of any support at all, which was really a big challenge for me. 
When I arrived at [institution], being a completely new student with no idea 
what I was doing. I wasn't [accessing] any support at all, and that led to me 
pretty much having a really rough first year, and it ended with me having to 
actually transfer because I just couldn't find any support no matter how hard I 
tried. So it was really challenging for me, especially to provide any help 
with accommodation and just being a care experienced student in general 
is a nightmare, because there was no signposting, and that just seemed to 
be like a really general experience that I've now learned seems to be 
common.” Student 

We would presume that better resourced and trained staff would be more effective 
and exhaustive in their efforts to engage students. Yet one institution we spoke to, 
highly regarded for its offer to care experienced students, admitted that only half of 
eligible students were actually receiving this support. In part, this is a data issue: 
while the introduction of a flag for care experienced students on UCAS applications 
seems to have improved things, institutions still seem to struggle to identify and 
track students that are eligible for support.    
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“We can send hundreds of emails out and offer financial support and things 
like that, but some will still not ever get back to us or take up that support. 
Even though we have 160 care experienced students at any one time, and 
about 250 estranged students, at least, at any one time, I'd say only about 
40% of those students would actually take up that support.” Higher 
education representative  

Difference is not necessarily a bad thing, in an area where best practice is still 
emerging and needs can vary. We believe there are benefits to institutions 
innovating and experimenting with different approaches to support. Competitive 
dynamics have their place too, with universities seeing what their peers are doing 
and being driven to up their games. The Propel website is a valuable resource, 
allowing care experienced students to compare universities in terms of their 
approach to care experienced students. We certainly heard of students that chose 
their universities on the basis of the size of bursary on offer or other forms of support. 

“I got an offer from everywhere I applied, and probably the best out of those 
was [University A], but [University B] has a super generous care leavers 
bursary, which was really obviously nice to have, and also the Unite 
Foundation Scholarship is only available at [University B].” Student 

Yet if the variation is too wide, there is a risk that care experienced and estranged 
applicants are choosing institutions for the wrong reasons. If their decision is 
influenced too much by how much housing and financial support is on offer, they may 
deprioritise other educational or cultural factors that mean their preferred institution 
is not the right fit for them. They may feel unable to attend their preferred university 
because the economics don’t work. In HEPI’s student survey, 38% of care 
experienced students and 36% of estranged students have considered withdrawing 
from their course, compared to 25% of all students.51 One common reason they give 
is that they have chosen the wrong institution. Fiona Ellison, Director of the Unite 
Foundation, reported that “Anecdotally, we hear from students that what they think 
their university is going to provide isn’t always what is available or accessible, a likely 
reason many consider leaving”.52 

The issue is made worse by the fact that differences in provision track differences in 
resources rather than need. It is an over-generalisation to say that rich universities 
with fewer care experienced students can afford to treat them much more 
generously, whereas poorer universities that accept more care experienced students 
have to spread their resources more thinly – but it is an over-generalisation with 
more than a grain of truth.  

“It obviously isn’t [fair]. [High-tariff provider] congratulates itself that it has 
this amazing bursary scheme for its disadvantaged students. You know, 
there are literally 10 of them, and, yeah, they give them the earth because 
they can afford to. […] On the other hand, you have institutions that basically 
let in a load disadvantaged students, then don't do anything [to support] 
them, and then expect to be congratulated because they've let them in” 
Policymaker, on distribution of resource across the HE sector 

Let us examine a few illustrative examples. The University of Sheffield offers a 
substantial bursary, worth up to £10,000 overall, but is third from bottom in Civitas’ 
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ranking of institutions by the share of care leavers in their student population.53 The 
University of York is widely regarded as one of the best institutions in terms of its 
support for care leavers – to the point that it was used as a case study in the 
MacAlister review – yet it sits in 96th place on Civitas’ league table. By contrast, the 
University of East London, which has proportionately more care experienced students 
than any other, has the standard £1,000 bursary.  

The chart below shows how the average number of care experienced students in an 
institution varies by the generosity over its bursaries for care experienced students. 
It shows that institutions with bursaries up to £2,000 a year tend to have more care 
experienced students than those with larger scholarship funds.  

Figure 12: Average size of bursary by number of care leavers enrolled in institution 

 

Source: University websites; Propel; Civitas; SMF analysis. 

Some programs have been demonstrated to make a significant 
difference, but the overall effectiveness of support remains unclear 
Despite the significant amounts of money and effort that go into supporting care 
experienced students, it is difficult to say with any confidence how much of it makes 
a meaningful difference. In fairness, this is an inherently tricky area to evaluate – any 
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There is a clear need for the sector to develop a consistent mode of quantitative 
measurement to enable aggregation and sector level learnings; the Higher Education 
Access Tracker (HEAT) is predominantly used by member institutions to track young 
people through outreach activities into HE. It has the functionality to also record 
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robust studies that allow us to estimate the causal effect of interventions to support 
experienced students in higher education.54 They also bemoaned the lack of 
consistent definitions and data linkage to help researchers. In total, they found at 
that time only one UK-based randomised controlled trial, which focused on 7-11-year-
olds, and found no positive effect of gifting them books. 

However, TASO did find a number of studies offering encouraging correlational 
evidence suggestive of positive impact – in terms of increasing access to HE, and 
student experience once at university. The majority of these interventions were pre-
entry. For example, TASO highlight mentoring and counselling schemes like West 
Yorkshire Go Higher, a partnership between regional universities and colleges, which 
trains personal advisers and offers information to foster parents and local authority 
staff. Virtual schools – a group of education and social care professionals within a 
local authority that are given responsibility for monitoring and supporting children in 
care through their education – also have some positive evidence of effectiveness. 
The evidence base was weaker still when it comes to information, advice and 
guidance, though qualitative evidence suggests that people report finding it useful.  

One scheme targeted at students once they reach university, and with sufficient 
scale to be evaluated, is the Unite Foundation scholarship.i The scholarship covers 
accommodation and bills for up to three years, including holiday periods, as well as 
offering rapid response pastoral support in conjunction with university and 
accommodation provider partners. To date, the Foundation has partnered with over 
30 universities and supported over 800 students through their studies. In 2021/22, 
over 500 estranged and care leaver students had passed through the programme, 
which allowed the HE data company Jisc to assess its impact.55 Unite Foundation 
scholarships appeared to have a remarkable effect on first year drop out rates, with 
the same proportion of recipients (87%) progressing to second year as non-care 
leaver students, considerably more than the overall average of 76% among care 
leavers. That level of success was not quite sustained throughout the full university 
journey: 71% of Unite Foundation scholars completed their degree within three years, 
compared to 77% of non care leavers – but this remains significantly higher than the 
62% figure for care leavers. However the Unite Foundation scholars that reached 
graduation did remarkably well in their degrees: 78% achieved a first or 2:1 
classification – just below the 81% of non care leavers that hit that mark, and well 
clear of the 71% of care leaver graduates that got a ‘good’ degree. Students in our 
focus group also spoke positively about the impact of the scheme: 

“If there was one thing that would make everything better [for care 
experienced and estranged students], it’s basically money. […] Removing 
that financial pressure in whatever form you like, like bursaries or free 
accommodation – like the Unite scholarship – just alleviates a lot of that.” 
Student 

 
i A note of transparency that Unite Students, which funds the Unite Foundation, sponsored 
this report. The Unite Foundation is an independent charity registered in England and 
Scotland. The Jisc report referenced was an independent analytical study of quantitative data 
from HESA. 
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To some extent, those raw numbers above reflect the fact that Unite scholarship 
students in the sample were more likely to be at Russell Group universities. However, 
the data was controlled for known factors of prior attainment, gender and Russell 
Group attendance, finding that these were not driving components. Whilst Unite 
Foundation scholarship students did better than their care leaver peers in any 
setting, it was male scholars at universities outside the selective Russell Group that 
travelled the greatest distance. The evidence of the Unite Foundation scholarships 
should give us encouragement, then, that targeted support for care experienced 
students can help them achieve better outcomes at university. Yet across our 
interviews we heard scepticism that resources are being optimally spent, partly due 
to difficulty establishing ‘evidenced best practice’ for interventions covering small 
numbers of students. 

“I think the sector has difficulty with that language [of best practice], because 
it describes best practice as having the most inputs, whereas actually, what 
the sector needs to get better at, and knows it needs to get better, is 
understanding its best outcomes and its best outputs.” Civil society 

“It is not impossible, not just on care experienced [students], that nothing 
we've done in the last 20 years [on widening access] has actually made any 
meaningful difference. […] It is not enough to just encourage more people to 
go [to university], you've actually got to improve the attainment of those 
people.” Policymaker 

Concerns over effectiveness of spending are not confined to initiatives for care 
experienced and estranged students. The above quote illustrates a concern we heard 
more widely in interviews – that funding for widening access and participation across 
the sector is not having the desired impact. This partly reflects concerns over the 
evidence base, or institutions not using available evidence when selecting initiatives 
for their setting. This concern is shared by the Office for Students (OfS), the regulator 
for higher education in England. In a speech made in 2022, its Director for Fair 
Access and Participation, John Blake, said: “For 20 years or more of widening 
participation work, we have nowhere near 20 years’ worth of evidence about what 
works. We can’t share what works, and we can’t make it work better, if we don’t 
actually know what does work!”56 

There are also more fundamental worries about how funding is distributed across the 
sector. The main source of external earmarked funding for university widening 
participation work comes from the Student Premium, distributed by the Office for 
Students to providers. The OfS distributes approximately £300 million each year to 
the sector for student access and success work. £41 million is spent on the disabled 
students’ premium, £20 million on Uni Connect, and the remaining £240 million forms 
the Student Premium funding streams.57 Providers are allocated funding based on the 
proportion of students they admit who are deemed ‘high risk’ of withdrawing, for 
which the OfS draws on age, entry tariff and POLAR quintiles.58 Interviewees had two 
fundamental concerns about the effectiveness of these funding streams: the criteria, 
and the distribution. 

Interviewees queried whether the criteria for the funding (how they deem a student 
‘high risk’) was appropriate. One interviewee went as far as to say that “the student 
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premium is distributed for entirely nuts reasons. It is based on something that was 
decided some years ago. It’s mad. We need to change that.” These concerns largely 
amount to a view that existing schemes are not targeting the correct ‘high risk’ 
students, and that subsequent evidence would lead us to prioritise other 
characteristics, such as care experience. Relatedly, the second concern was that, 
partly due to how wide the criteria is, the funding is spread so thinly across the sector 
that it risks having minimal impact at an institution or student level. Of the 338 
providers that received funding for the 2024-25 year, the average award was 
£831,000 and the median was £135,000.59 A few hundred million to support student 
success sounds like a lot, but for most institutions, represents a minuscule amount of 
their overall budget. The risk is that this money is not spent intentionally and with 
purpose, and not sufficient for those providers that have a high proportion of 
disadvantaged and resource-intensive students. And, because higher education 
providers are autonomous institutions, they do not have to report how they spend 
this funding, beyond confirming that it is used for widening access and participation 
activities.  

This has encouraged efforts to develop something closer to an agreed ‘playbook’ for 
support available for care experienced students, with minimum expected standards 
and identified consistent practice shared between institutions. The most prominent 
is coordinated by the National Network for the Education of Care Leavers (NNECL), a 
national membership charity of educational institutions and civil society 
organisations. In 2021, NNECL launched its Quality Mark, an award universities and 
colleges can apply for to certify the actions they have taken to support care 
experienced and estranged students. In 2024, in response to the closure of the 
national estrangement charity Standalone, NECCL committed to extending the Quality 
Mark to include estranged students. The application process involves a self-
assessment by the institution of its offer in a range of areas. That is followed by a 
review from NNECL, which compares material submitted against national practice. 
The Quality Mark also includes the development of an Action Plan for continual 
improvement. Once awarded the Quality Mark, institutions hold it for three years, 
with a light touch midway review.   

Among the specific things institutions are evaluated 
(Satisfactory/Enhanced/Exceptional) on in their applications are the following60: 

• Institutional culture and leadership, including senior responsibility and 
strategic oversight and consistency in terminology and definitions 

• Monitoring and evaluation 
• Access/transition support for students, including named liaison managers, 

pre-entry advice and guidance and effective promotion of academic and 
pastoral support 

• Inclusive admissions processes 
• Effective and timely financial, mental health and accommodation support 

• Strategies to support progression, continuation, academic challenges care 
experienced and estranged students face 

• Collaboration with other institutions 
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The Quality Mark suffers from similar evidentiary challenges to other initiatives to 
support care experienced and estranged students. It is perhaps most accurate to say 
that institutions are evaluated on interventions that represent our ‘best guess’ at 
what works to help care experienced and estranged students, as opposed to 
evidence-based best practice. Similarly, institutions do not have to evidence 
improved outcomes for the students benefiting from the above interventions. The 
central challenge in this area is the lack of accessible data preventing such 
assessments and lack of consistent measurement mechanisms.  

At the time of writing, 38 institutions have been awarded the NNECL Quality Mark, of 
which 21 are universities, and the rest colleges.61 Yet in our interviews, we heard that 
there has been a significant slowdown in progress following the recommendation in 
the MacAlister review that the government should introduce a “new kitemark scheme 
for higher education”. MacAlister called for the government to build on the existing 
scheme, “working in partnership with NNECL”.62 Yet the perception it created was 
that the NNECL Quality Mark would be superseded has encouraged institutions to 
adopt a ‘wait-and-see approach’, and thus undermined NNECL’s efforts.  

“It was hugely damaging to the NNECL quality mark. Institutions wanting to 
go ahead [with the NNECL quality mark] paused, because they needed to 
know what the outcome of that project was. They weren’t going to have the 
resource or money to do two quality marks. It was hugely, hugely damaging 
on something that could have been so positive and powerful.” Civil society  

The system largely runs on goodwill – which makes it precarious 
As we have outlined in this chapter, we have been broadly impressed by the effort 
and resources that universities put into supporting care experienced students, even 
if we are less confident that the resources are fairly allocated and efficiently spent. 
However, the other thing that has struck us is the extent to which the system relies 
on goodwill. Perhaps that should not be surprising: educational institutions should 
have a strong sense of mission and social justice. Yet the highly discretional nature 
of support for care experienced students raises some worries. If it seen as a ‘nice to 
have’, an extra, that makes it less secure, particularly in tough times.  

It is apparent that tough times are on the horizon, if not already here, for many 
universities. Between the declining real terms value of tuition fee income, and a 
squeeze on international student numbers, the financial difficulties facing many 
institutions are well established. According to the Office for Students, 40% of 
providers are expected to be in deficit in 2023/24.63 It is reported that 67 institutions 
are carrying out redundancy and restructuring programmes.64 In a constrained 
financial environment, it would be surprising if all forms of spending were not under 
the microscope.   

On the other hand, many people we spoke too were more sanguine. Support for care 
experienced students is effectively a rounding error in university budgets, 1/3000th of 
the sector’s overall £44 billion turnover.65 Would it really be worth cutting back, 
especially when universities have made such public commitments to care 
experienced students? 
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“The number of care experienced students in any university is tiny. […] I'm 
not sure I'm worried in the sense of retrenchment [of support], because I 
think there are enough people in universities who now get this agenda, who 
understand it, and therefore will keep their own institutions honest and 
focused and so on. [And] actually a lot of the best practice here costs no 
money. It's about mindset and processes, rather than about throwing money 
at the problem.” Academic 

In particular, universities are required to submit Access and Participation Plans 
(APPs) to the OfS in order to charge tuition fees above the basic fee limit of £6,165. 
Most APPs make commitments to improve data on and understanding of the needs of 
care leavers. In 2018/19, the OfS reported 49 specific targets relating to care leavers, 
with 33 on access.66 That all makes it hard to walk back spending on care 
experienced students too far – though it does not rule out erosion of support at the 
edges. A clear expectation set by OfS in relation to explicit and consistent mode of 
data monitoring across the sector to be captured in APP, as recommended, will serve 
to protect and widen support.  

Students at the margins – particularly estranged students – risk falling 
between the cracks 
In Chapter One we discussed the variation in terminology and definitions. This turns 
out to be critical when it comes to determining eligibility for support, and causes a 
range of problems for those that fall on the wrong side of a particular line. The 
majority of institutions use the broad definition of ‘care experience’ to determine 
eligibility for support, opening it up to anybody who has been within the care system 
at any point. That fits with the UCAS definition, which ought to have been flagged 
prior to attendance. However, some prioritise care leavers for support, using the 
narrower definition of eligible children – in care on or after their 16th birthday, and 
looked after for at least 13 weeks by a local authority after the age of 14.  

Care leavers are entitled to specific support from their local authority, in the shape of 
a £2,000 bursary and help from their personal adviser – though in practice the level 
and effectiveness of support varies from local authority to local authority. Care 
experienced students are less likely to get such support, even before we get to their 
entitlements from their institution. 

The situation is even murkier for estranged students. As we have already seen, they 
are harder to track statistically because they are not generally captured in existing 
data. The definition of estrangement is trickier and more essentially subjective. If 
someone interacts with the care system, in principle that ought to be verifiable using 
evidence from the local authority in question. Estrangement is a much more 
subjective phenomenon, and depends more on self-reporting. There is also the issue 
that estrangement may occur as or after the students enrols at university, or indeed 
reconciliations, temporary or otherwise, can occur. For many estranged students the 
verification of their status comes from applying for student finance as an 
independent student (i.e. where parental income is not assessed). Thanks to the 
work of the now closed charity Standalone, awareness of this route to support has 
grown significantly over recent years, though is by no means universal. There 
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remains a risk for that awareness to now decline. However, estrangement status can 
shift over months and years, and issues of shifting circumstance over time are 
difficult to overcome. Better data collection and sharing could improve issues 
surrounding identifying the needs of identified estranged students and sharing 
practice in terms of access and support.   

There is a recognition within the sector that estranged students face many similar 
challenges to care leavers and care experienced students. For example, NNECL’s 
Quality Mark guidance encourages institutions to include estranged students in their 
activities.67 Yet the definitional and identification challenges make it harder to serve 
them. In our focus group, for example, there was frustration among students at the 
intrusiveness of institutions’ efforts to validate claims of estrangement. Participants 
in our focus group inclined towards a self-identification approach, where students 
would be taken at their word. Yet with some support packages worth thousands of 
pounds, having no verification process at all is understandably not palatable to 
institutions.   

The upshot is that students on the margins, particularly estranged students, risk 
missing out on the support they need. Whilst, currently, there will be a need for 
institutions to validate claims of estrangement in circumstances where they are 
seeking financial support, institutions should seek to reduce the burden of disclosure 
and evidence on the student where possible.  
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CHAPTER FOUR – RECOMMENDATIONS 

Over the course of this report, we have set out the challenge facing society if it is to 
deliver on its obligations to care experienced and estranged people, and make sure 
that they have the same opportunity to benefit from and succeed in higher education 
as their peers. In this chapter, we move on to developing some recommendations for 
how we can do things better.  

To reiterate, care leavers are considerably less likely to go to university than other 
people, and they share a common set of challenges with care experienced and 
estranged students. That includes lower school attainment that makes it harder for 
them to access and thrive in HE; material disadvantages in terms of money and 
accommodation; psychological needs, both mental health and identity/belonging; 
and difficulty with the transition into independent adulthood, especially if support is 
disrupted. 

We have found a substantial amount of activity from universities to support care 
experienced students, amounting to somewhere in the order of £15 million a year. Yet 
this support is inconsistent across institutions, and less affluent institutions with 
more care experienced students have to spread resource more thinly. It is unclear 
how effective this spending is, and it remains precarious for as long as it is at 
institutions’ discretion. Moreover, those on the margins of the system, particularly 
estranged students, risk being left out. 

In this chapter, we present our recommendations. These are divided into four 
categories: funding, data, access, and responsibility. We have ordered 
recommendations by priority. We believe all to be valuable, but there are some that 
must come first to enable others. For example, funding comes first, as we believe the 
most fundamental issue is resourcing support within education institutions: at a 
structural level, the biggest issue is the fact that the system runs on goodwill, and 
some institutions can afford more goodwill than others. That is why we recommend 
that the government step in and guarantee a basic level of funding that follows each 
student to ensure institutions have the money and incentive to support them 
adequately.  

Some recommendations are also targeted at different groups. Whilst we 
acknowledge that many of the barriers faced by care leavers, care experienced and 
estranged students are similar, some interventions are only feasible for specific 
groups. This is usually due to challenges identifying the latter two groups accurately 
and not necessarily because they would not benefit from the intervention. We hope 
that if recommendations regarding data are implemented, then in the future it will be 
possible to extend some of the interventions currently targeted, for example, at care 
leavers, to other groups.  

There are recommendations for various different bodies and organisations, including 
government, local authorities, and educational institutions themselves. This reflects 
the fact that the barriers faced by care experienced and estranged students are 
extensive and present in all areas of their lives, and many overlap with both the social 
care and education system. The breadth of recommendations and responsibilities we 
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suggest for different bodies represents a recognition that it is everyone’s job to 
support these students – it will not be possible to make meaningful gains on access 
and participation without a joined-up approach across government, the sector and 
wider society.  

Table 1: Summary of recommendations  

  Recommendations 

Funding 
 

Introduce a care experienced and estranged Student 
Premium scheme, offering institutions grant funding for each 
enrolled student.  

Reform Student Finance England to reflect the needs of care 
experienced and estranged students, including providing 
additional non-repayable grants, and extending student 
finance to cover the full 52 weeks of the year.  

Data 

Support the development of evidence-led good practice, 
including by i) expanding the relevant data published by 
HESA in England including an estrangement flag; ii) requiring 
institutions to include care experience/estrangement in their 
APPs and ultimately to work towards the NNECL Quality Mark 
to access funding; iii) commissioning long term tracking of 
outcomes for institutions participating in schemes like the 
Quality Mark.  

Access 

Introduce ring-fenced funding for tutoring of care 
experienced pupils in years 1 to 11.  

Prioritise care experienced pupils for a minimum level of 
personalised careers support in schools.   

High tariff universities, supported by the Department for 
Education, should develop a targeted support programme for 
the top-performing care leavers at GCSE level, supporting 
them in years 12 and 13 in the lead up to university 
application season.   

Introduce a Guaranteed Offer Scheme for care experienced 
and estranged pupils.  

Responsibility 

Encourage universities to sign up to the Care Leaver 
Covenant, ahead of consideration of giving them corporate 
parenting responsibilities. 

Standardise local authority support and extend support 
through to graduation for those care leavers that enrol aged 
25 or under. 
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Funding 

The government should provide grant funding to universities and 
colleges for each enrolled care experienced and estranged student  
The biggest structural issue we have diagnosed in our research relates to funding of 
support for care experienced and estranged students. We have described its 
insecure, discretionary nature and the inequity of less affluent universities with more 
care experienced students being able to offer them less. We have also highlighted 
concerns that, more broadly, the £300 million pot for widening participation funding 
distributed by the OfS is not being utilised effectively. We see a simpler and more 
efficient alternative: institutions should have direct funding for each enrolled care 
experienced and estranged student to ensure that they have the necessary 
resources guaranteed.  

This is not a new idea – a similar principle operates within the school system in the 
form of the pupil premium, which provides schools with additional funding for each 
disadvantaged student they enrol. Primary schools receive £1,455 per pupil eligible 
for free school meals, while secondary schools receive £1,035. The rate is higher for 
looked after children, who attract a premium of £2,530.68 

We propose that this should be set at a level of £1,000 a year per care experienced or 
estranged student to universities and FE colleges. This scheme would have two 
benefits, in common with the school pupil premium programme. First, it would reflect 
the additional costs institutions incur in effectively serving care experienced and 
estranged students and ensure that less affluent institutions have the resources they 
need to support them. Second, it would provide a clear directive with supporting 
financial incentive, for institutions to attract, and retain care experienced and 
estranged students. This would be particularly valuable given the headwinds facing 
these populations of university applicants described above.  

As noted above, there are currently 12,360 care experienced students at English 
universities.69 That implies the total current cost of the scheme for HE would be just 
over £12 million for care experienced students. If the MacAlister review target of 
doubling attendance rates were achieved, that would double the cost to £25 million. 
Provisional data suggests that in 2022/23 there were 8,603 estranged students70 in 
English universities. The additional cost would be under £9 million, bring the total 
cost of this scheme to £21 million at current attendance rates.71 We have focused in 
this report on universities, but as we said in Chapter One, this does not reflect any 
judgement on our part about the value of higher education relative to further 
education. On the contrary, we are well aware of the tendency of policy to overlook 
colleges, and would not like this scheme to add to that problem. Therefore we would 
argue for the additional funding to be extended to care experienced students in 
colleges on the same terms.  

As in compulsory schooling, it is key that funding should follow the student, and thus 
be proportionate to the number of care experienced students each institution takes 
on. However, we have suggested that the funding should go to the institution rather 
than to the student directly reflecting their need to resource evidence-based 
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services and interventions. The reason is that we want to use the funding to foster a 
culture of innovation and experimentation in support for these students, as well as 
incentivising institutions to follow evidenced practice. 

Given the different contexts, it is appropriate that these grants are funded separately 
for FE and HE. We propose: 

• The £12 million for the Care Experienced and estranged Student Premium in 
HE should form part of the OfS Student Premium funding stream, mirroring the 
Disabled Student Premium. This funding should come from the pot of £240 
million currently distributed amongst providers.  

• Funding for the Care Experienced and estranged Student Premium in FE 
should come in the form of grant funding from the Department for Education, 
and should be a new spending commitment (in addition to current levels of 
funding). 

Widening opportunity is one of the government’s core missions, and Labour has 
committed to supporting the aspiration of every person who meets the requirements 
and wants to go to university. The government has also signalled ambitions 
specifically to support young people who have been in care. However, as we’ve 
explored, the progress that has been made in regard to widening participation in HE 
is at risk. To a significant extent, that progress has been driven by structural, and 
temporary, changes, namely the resulting grade inflation that predicted grades had 
during the pandemic. Meanwhile, the university sector is in financial trouble. It is 
likely that we will be seeing fewer disadvantaged students (including care 
experienced and estranged students) getting the grades to get into university, and 
fewer institutions able to fork out lots of discretionary cash on widening access and 
participation schemes from their own budgets. That will put greater pressure on the 
funding earmarked to support universities to broaden opportunity, and makes it 
imperative to improve its distribution and transparency. 

For now, it makes most sense to fund the higher education Care Experienced and 
estranged Student Premium through the existing student premium funding stream, 
held by the OfS. It provides a great opportunity to explore different and more efficient 
ways of funding widening participation work, which will be critical in the face of the 
above headwinds to even stay still, let alone progress forwards, with widening 
access. It would follow the student, mitigating the risk that institutions doing the true 
heavy lifting in widening access have the least resource to hand. We envision this 
acting as a pilot or proof of concept; in the long-term, the formula used to distribute 
the wider pot should be reviewed. One of the benefits of this type of scheme is that it 
should be relatively easy to evaluate, and compare whether it is more efficient than 
how widening access and participation funds are currently distributed. If that is the 
case, then restructuring the whole balance to be distributed via simultaneous 
Student Premium type schemes, adding other particular ‘at risk’ or ‘resource 
intensive’ student groups, could be a more efficient and fair way of distributing 
funding across the sector. It is likely that at some point the pot will need to increase 
in size – but it will be a pot that is more targeted, efficiently spent, and hopefully, an 
effective contributor to the government’s broader mission of opportunity. 
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Recommendation one – introducing a Care Experienced and Estranged 
Student Premium scheme. 

 
To guaranteed adequate levels of funding to support care experienced and 
estranged students, there should be a Care Experienced and estranged 
Student Pupil Premium scheme in HE and FE. This should be set at £1,000 
per pupil and follow the student. 
 
For HE, the Office for Students should source this funding from their current 
student premium streams. A review of the current effectiveness of those 
streams should follow.  
 
For FE, this funding should be provided by the Department for Education, in 
recognition of the importance of supporting alternative pathways for care 
experienced and estranged students, the higher number of care experienced 
pupils in FE, and the existing financial difficulties FE faces.  
 
Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data; Estranged, identified through Student Finance.   
  

While our focus in this report is on care experienced and estranged students, we 
could envisage the pupil premium principle being expanded to other forms of 
disadvantage. The wider trends we have discussed in this report – of financial 
pressure on universities, and pressure to restrict university places – suggest that the 
government may have to provide more direct funding to institutions, and that access 
for disadvantaged groups may become harder. Linking that direct funding to 
admission of disadvantaged students is one way to lean against the wind when it 
comes to those risks.  

Reforms to the student finance system in England should recognise the 
distinctive financial needs of care experienced and estranged students 
We have outlined in this report that care experienced and estranged students have 
distinctive needs. Each person’s own experience and identity will be different, and 
there is by no means a ‘universal’ experience for all who fall under these categories. 
However, there are a number of fundamental needs that all students need to have 
met in order to study, which care experienced or estranged students find harder to 
meet. These most basic needs include housing, food, and warmth, and by extension 
the financial ability to obtain these securely. In particular, structures which assume 
that students have support of family – financial support to contribute to maintenance 
costs, and practical support to provide a family home to which students can return 
outside of term time – contribute to this disadvantage.  

It is widely documented that the current level of maintenance support for students is 
insufficient to cover the cost of studying at university. One report by the Higher 
Education Policy Institute calculated the gap between the maximum maintenance 
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support available and what students need to cover their core costs is approximately 
£8,400 per year.72 The implicit assumption is that parents or guardians will make up 
the difference between government funding and the cost of living.  

Many care experienced students and all estranged students (by definition) will not 
have access to this additional parental support. Currently, those who are care 
experienced, or can demonstrate that they are an independent student on the basis 
of estrangement, will receive the maximum maintenance loan to reflect the lack of 
parental contribution. However, given that care experienced and estranged students 
are also the most marginal, and most unsure about pursuing higher education, and 
likely to be more debt-averse, it seems perverse that they should have to take on 
additional debt for circumstances outside of their own control. Given that the 
government has already signalled73 that maintenance support for students is an area 
that they would like to review, we would recommend prioritising reducing the debt 
burden for care experienced and estranged students. At a minimum, care 
experienced and estranged students should be provided a non-repayable grant 
reflecting an average parental contribution on top of which they can apply for a 
maintenance loan.  

In addition, student finance payments should cover 52 weeks of the year for care 
experienced and estranged students. Currently, if a student is studying a course that 
lasts longer than 30 weeks and three days they are able to apply for a Long Course 
Loan as well as their maintenance loan.74 However, most courses are less than 30 
weeks and therefore maintenance loans are calculated and paid to only cover part of 
the year that the student is studying. Again, the implicit assumption is that, when not 
receiving maintenance funding, students return to their family homes. For care 
experienced and estranged students the issues of finding and financing 
accommodation during the summer months are well documented. Extending student 
finance as a non-repayable grant for these groups for the full 52 weeks of the year is 
necessary to ensure that they have access to safe and consistent accommodation 
throughout the year.  

Recommendation two – reform student finance to reflect the needs of care 
experienced and estranged students  

 
Student Finance England should: 

• Provide a non-repayable grant to care experienced and estranged 
students reflecting an average parental contribution on top of which they 
can apply for a maintenance loan. 

• Extend student finance pro rata as a non repayable grant for these groups 
to bridge the gap between study weeks and full 52 weeks of the year. 

 

Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data; Estranged, identified through Student Finance.   
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Data 

Additional grant funding to institutions should come with requirements 
to follow evidence-led good practice, and support to identify that 
practice 
Standardising funding of support for care experienced students addresses the 
problem of its precarity and unfair distribution, but it does not address the problem of 
its ineffective use. We therefore believe that accessing the funding should come 
with some requirements to make it more likely that it will be spent well. The difficulty, 
as we have outlined above, is that the evidence base on interventions is limited, and 
the small numbers of students at any given institution make it hard to conduct 
rigorous evaluations. Moreover, those small numbers create risks of reading too 
much into essentially random variation – for example, any league table (such as the 
one proposed by Civitas) is likely to be either extremely volatile year to year, or 
aggregate so many years as to be out of date before its published.   

Nonetheless, there are things that the government could do to encourage sector-
wide evaluation, and underpin a culture of sharing evidenced practice, benchmarking 
and continuous improvement. 

In order to access funding, providers should include care experience and 
estrangement in their Access and Participation Plans, and ultimately to be working 
towards the NNECL Quality Mark 

In the first instance, in order to access the specific funding from the Care 
Experienced and Estranged Student Premium that we have proposed, institutions 
should be expected to make commitments to improve access for those groups as 
part of their Access and Participation Plans (APPs) with the Office for Students. As 
noted above, in 2018/19, 49 institutions had targets with respect to care leavers. 
Increasing that number would not just be a public declaration to the sector regulator 
of a commitment to improve, but would also push institutions to gather and publish 
data to check their progress. APPs have an official status that makes them a good 
starting point for accountability, though they tend to be relatively high level.  

In the longer term, it would be desirable to expand participation in the NNECL Quality 
Mark. We are under no misapprehensions that it is perfect, and it will be important to 
have stronger evidence of its effectiveness. It is largely reliant on self-assessment, 
though NNECL work with providers and do some external qualitative evaluation. But it 
has the great virtue of already being up and running, and there can be no doubt that it 
is a good faith effort to compare activities and push institutions to develop. To 
improve the scheme, the OfS should fund TASO, the HE ‘what works’ centre, to 
undertake an immediate, sector-level evaluation of the components of the NNECL 
quality mark. Where appropriate TASO should work with other analytical bodies 
throughout this exercise. This baseline can then be built upon by subsequent work by 
NNECL membership, supported by TASO, incorporating a consistent quantitative data 
collection into the quality mark. 

The government should end the uncertainty that has held the Quality Mark back, by 
clarifying that it will not be developing a kitemark, and instead endorsing the NNECL 
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version. With the proposed fund that we have suggested, the government has 
another lever to support NNECL, and at the same time improve the chances that the 
additional funding it is providing is being utilised well. For that reason, we would 
favour it being an eventual condition of receiving the care experienced and 
estranged student grant funding, in addition to APP data capture, that institutions 
must hold or be working towards the NNECL Quality Mark. 

TASO should be given responsibility for helping institutions spend effectively on 
support, and there should also be additional aggregate level monitoring of progress 

In the previous section, we suggested that an analogy for the proposed care 
experienced students fund is the Pupil Premium in the schools. The Pupil Premium 
was not just good in itself, but it also contributed to the establishment of the 
Education Endowment Fund (EEF), the ‘what works’ centre for schools, since schools 
were encouraged to consult with the EEF on how to spend their Pupil Premium 
money. That, we believe, has gone some way to ensuring that schools operate in an 
evidence-based manner.  

There is a similar opportunity with support for care experienced and estranged HE 
students. TASO could play an analogous role to EEF. It should be tasked with helping 
institutions to make the best use of their investments in care experienced and 
estranged students. TASO could act as a curator of evidence-based initiatives, 
conduct evidence reviews (beyond what it has already done), and provide resources. 
It should also be engaged in evaluation – from conducting independent trials of 
promising initiatives to supporting institutions in making sense of their own data 
including through consistent sector frameworks like HEAT and NNECL membership.  

TASO’s current operating budget is £1.5 million.75 Even a £500,000 investment from 
government or higher education institutions, to allow it to monitor, evaluate and drive 
improvement in support for care experienced and estranged students, could be 
transformative.  

All this merely relates to small scale initiatives, and efforts to improve tactics and 
process. However, this should be complemented with aggregate level evaluation of 
how effectively schemes such as the NNECL Quality Mark are working. To that end, 
the government should fund quantitative research tracking outcomes for care 
experienced and estranged students, and seeing how they are affected by 
participation in different schemes – as Jisc conducted to evaluate the Unite 
Foundation scholarship. This research would help us understand the effect (if any) of 
the NNECL Quality Mark on student participation and outcomes. It would also 
measure progress over time.  

Data on care experienced and estranged students should be more easily available 

While independent monitoring and evaluation offer a critical check on institutions, 
institutions also need to understand their own performance, and refine their 
activities. Yet at present this is made difficult by their inability to access robust data. 
In particular, the Higher Education Statistics Agency does not currently track 
estranged students in England, though it does in Scotland and Wales, and so there 
would be value in inserting a ‘flag’ in their dataset against estranged students 
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(defined by student finance application), so as to measure progress and outcomes 
for that group. There are also significant issues with the data that HESA already 
collects on care experienced students, since universities, academics and, perhaps 
more significantly, charities, currently have to pay to access this. Making this free 
would not just make it more accessible, but would also send a clear signal that 
providers and professionals are expected to track their performance on care 
experienced and estranged students in a national context 

That all relates to data at an aggregate level. Perhaps more tricky is access to data at 
an individual level, which raises challenges around privacy and appropriate data 
sharing. Yet there is reason to think that we do not yet have the balance right. We 
have outlined the way that low awareness and take up of support remains a chronic 
challenge, with as much as half of available help going unused. That would be easier 
if institutions could confidently identify and target those in need. At present, 1 in 11 
higher education providers do not know the care leaver status of most of their 
students.76   

For the students’ part, in our reading, and in our focus group, we encountered 
consistent frustration at having identify themselves as care experienced or 
estranged, and explain their background and details repeatedly. 

“I don't mind explaining my situation. I'm not ashamed of it, but it's a bit 
disappointing when time and time again, you're being told that the university 
will take care of you, and they don't even know what your situation is. They 
don't know what estrangement is, they don't know what foster care is." 
Student 

“At each transition, the burden is on the young persons to self declare. I 
think that the unintended consequence of it for young people is the repeated 
need for them to declare their set of circumstances, which can be re-
traumatising as well as boring, as well as time consuming, as well as 
unnecessary and stigmatising.” Civil society interviewee 

Indeed, for the most part students either expect this information to be shared 
already, or would prefer it to be. In the Unite Applicant Index, 43% of care leavers 
said that they believed schools regularly share information about care experience 
status with universities. Around half thought that they would share safeguarding 
information (48%), information about mental health conditions (50%) and 
information about disabilities and reasonable adjustments that may be necessary 
(48%). Asked whether they would be willing to let their schools share some of this 
information with their university, only 9% of care experienced applicants and 16% of 
estranged students said they would refuse consent.77 There is, it would seem, greater 
scope and appetite for data sharing than is currently in place. Beneficial to both 
estranged and care experienced students would be a semi-automated mode of data 
transfer between UCAS and Student Finance respectively, to universities. UCAS 
already collects and shares data on free school meal recipients (also waiving UCAS 
fees for these young people), and this could be extended to care experienced and 
estrangement status. An opt-out rather than opt-in approach would secure the 
important aspect of data-subject choice. It would also allow institutions to 
proactively offer support to those eligible. Systematic transfer of factual status 



SOCIAL MARKET FOUNDATION 

54 
 

information adds value to university provision, removing their need to search for 
relevant students or deploy application systems.   

Recommendation three - supporting the development of evidence-led good 
practice  

 
Support the development of evidence-led good practice, including by 

•  expanding the relevant data published by HESA in England including an 
estrangement flag 

• requiring institutions to include care experience/estrangement in their 
APPs and ultimately to work towards the NNECL Quality Mark to access 
funding 

• commissioning long term tracking of outcomes for institutions 
participating in schemes like the Quality Mark. 

 

Access 

Access efforts should prioritise school attainment and addressing under 
representation of number of care experienced students at selective 
universities 

Doubling overall university participation is inadvisable without improving school 
attainment – to that end, tutoring, investment in virtual schools, and careers 
guidance can help 

It is natural for policy discussion of HE outcomes for care experienced and estranged 
students to gravitate towards the headline number of students in university. It is the 
most natural measure of success. The MacAlister review’s objective of securing a 
quality education for care experienced people is broader than the target of doubling 
the proportion of care leavers attending university, and particularly high tariff 
universities, by 2026 – but that target is where attention is naturally drawn. Similarly, 
Scotland’s perceived success in supporting care experienced students is often 
evidenced by reference to the tripling in the numbers going into HE (albeit from a 
lower base than England).   

We understand the value of these targets for focusing minds and keeping 
government, sector and society accountable for achieving genuine change. At the 
same time, though, it is critical that targets are achievable, and that we avoid 
perverse consequences that could result from pursuing them too aggressively. In 
Chapter Two we described how almost every expert we spoke to believes that school 
attainment is the biggest barrier to HE access for care experienced and estranged 
people, and presented some of the statistics on school performance that backs up 
their view. We also presented the evidence that care experienced students are often 
among the most marginal – least certain as to why they are going to university, and 
that university is for them.  
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Moreover, there are structural headwinds coming. The return to a more ‘normal’ 
examination grading system, following the grade inflation that accompanied the 
pandemic is likely to put downward pressure on care experienced students’ school 
attainment. The proportion of looked after children that passed English and Maths 
GCSE fell from 27% in 2020/21, to 19% in 2022/23.78 Demographic trends – with the 
number of English 18-year-olds forecast to increase by around 200,000 over the 
course of the 2020s, peaking in 2030 – will also heighten competition for places.79 
And with growing pressure on the ‘unit of resource’ (budget per student) in 
universities, calls to reintroduce student number controls – which would likely hit 
marginal students liked the care experienced particularly hard – are likely to 
intensify.80 

For those reasons, we are sceptical of the MacAlister review’s suggested target of 
doubling the number of care leavers in higher education, at least for the foreseeable 
future (the original goal was to be achieved by 2026, which seems frankly 
inconceivable). Such an increase would likely result in students being admitted that 
are underprepared and not suited to or ready for higher education, resulting in 
frustration, disappointment, lost months and years and unnecessary expense.  

That does not mean that we are satisfied with the current level of access to HE for 
care experienced and estranged students. It is beyond the scope of this report to go 
too far into schools and compulsory education, but the single most effective thing 
policymakers could do to ensure more care experienced and estranged people get 
into and succeed at university would be to improve their outcomes at Level 2 and 
Level 3 (GCSE/A Level equivalent).  

Improving resourcing and accountability of virtual schools could help with that. There 
is encouraging evidence that they improve attendance, though effectiveness and 
capacity varies significantly – not least because of stretched local authority budgets 
– and there is significant scope to spread good practice.81  

“There are some real challenges, because of the interplay between local 
authorities, statutory duty, what we're supposed to do, and funding. If local 
authorities are so stretched, they can't deliver on those statutory duties as 
well, or they do in a very variable way. It creates a lot of unfairness in the 
system and tension and confusion.” Local authority representative 

There may also be scope for targeted tutoring. There is reasonably good evidence 
that small group tuition is an effective way of improving academic outcomes.82 The 
National Tutoring Programme, which was introduced in order to help disadvantaged 
children catch up during the pandemic, was ended earlier this year – though there 
have been widespread calls for the new government to extend it.83 While some have 
argued that the learning gain from the programme would carry sufficient economic 
benefit to bring the £660 million programme back in its entirety, a more affordable 
step would be to introduce ring-fenced funding aimed at care experienced pupils.84 
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Recommendation four – tutoring for care experienced pupils.  

 
The Department for Education should introduce ring-fenced funding aimed at 
care experienced pupils covering years 1 to 11, based on the successful 
former National Tutoring Programme.   
 
Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data 
  

 

The fact that grades account for most of the participation gap between care 
experienced and non care experienced people suggests that the role of aspiration 
and ambition is somewhat overstated. But these things matter too, and the 
encouraging evidence on mentoring schemes and educational initiatives like Go 
Higher West Yorkshire suggests they can make a difference. The strongest lever that 
the government has here is careers advice and guidance.  

As we at the Social Market Foundation have found in previous research, access to 
quality careers support has improved in recent years, but remains rather patchy.85 
What is worse is that it is socially patterned, with less advantaged students less likely 
to have higher education opportunities promoted to them. Indeed, in our focus group 
with care experienced and estranged students, there was substantial divergence in 
terms of the how informed and supported students felt through the application 
process: 

“For me, it was really quite a challenge, because I really didn't know 
anything, and I hadn't been able to go to any open days at all, so I ended up 
just picking up basically off what I could see from the online websites.” 
Student 

A 2022 survey by UCAS found that only 35% of care experienced students said they 
had received help from a careers adviser in applying to higher education.86 

We have called for a minimum entitlement of three one-to-one sessions for each 
school leaver.87 One way of improving support would be to give care experienced and 
estranged young people priority access to this entitlement.  

We are aware that young people in care have access to personal advisers and 
develop pathway plans that set out their educational objectives. However, there is 
growing recognition of the value of specialised professional careers guidance, which 
is a different thing. Given its importance in general, we believe it should be a priority 
for care experienced young people and tailored to the specificities of their 
experience and pathways.  
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Recommendation five – careers support for care experienced pupils.  

 
The Department for Education should follow our previous recommendation to 
ensure every school leaver receives a minimum level of personalised careers 
support by offering an entitlement to three one-to-one sessions. Care 
experienced young people should be prioritised in this offering, by being 
given greater priority during roll-out and by receiving this for their final two 
years of schooling (as opposed to only in the final year). 
 
Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data 

  

A targeted approach could help achieve the MacAlister review’s goal of doubling the 
number of care experienced students at selective universities 

The MacAlister review’s education mission is not just to double the proportion of care 
leavers attending university, but “particularly high tariff universities”. This second 
target seems to us more achievable, although again, getting there by 2026 will be 
highly challenging. 90 care leavers entered high tariff universities in 2021/22, 
according to the Department for Education.88 That represented a significant increase 
on the 50 that entered two years earlier, suggesting that pandemic exam grades may 
have boosted access to high tariff universities. As exam grades go back to ‘normal’, 
there may be downward pressure on the number of care leavers at the most selective 
universities. However, at least some of the gains seem to be down to the expansion 
of high tariff universities, which is less likely to be reversed: while the number of care 
experienced students at high tariff rose 80% between 2020 and 2022, their share of 
the student body rose just 51%.  

We have already set out proposals for addressing equity in funding, and we would 
expect our Care Experienced and Estranged Student Premium to increase the 
resources available to less wealthy lower tariff institutions that tend to have less 
resource but admit more of these students (addressed in recommendation one). 
However, there is also a role for higher tariff institutions to play here. 14% of all non-
care leaver school leaver enter a higher tariff institution – for care leavers, this is just 
0.13%. There was a sense across interviews that higher tariff institutions are not 
sufficiently ‘pulling their weight’ when it comes to widening access and participation, 
especially for this group. To achieve parity in the distribution of care leavers across 
the sector, higher tariff institutions would have to approximately double the 
proportion they admit. Focusing on parity of access across the sector, alongside 
greater equity in funding, would not only open up opportunities for care leavers to 
attend high tariff institutions but would also place onus on providers that are typically 
better resourced to expand their widening access work.  

The target is stretching, to say the least. However, the numbers involved are small, 
which makes it feasible with a highly focused strategic campaign. What came out in 
interviews was that there is significant goodwill in the sector, and the low access 
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rates to high tariff institutions is not for lack of enthusiastic staff working on widening 
access initiatives. Many high tariff institutions have started work in this area, 
including covering costs for care leavers to attend open days that may otherwise be 
prohibitive. However, these institutions report that they struggle to find and access 
the most underrepresented groups of students, ‘hard to reach’ groups, in time to 
make a difference to whether they apply to and are admitted to university.  

This issue can be solved. The Department for Education knows, through virtual 
schools, which care leavers across the country performed highest in their GCSE 
examinations. A strategic intervention in which high tariff universities give greater 
support to these pupils could help give them the best possible chance of getting into 
university.  

The Department for Education should act as a convener, bringing together higher 
tariff institutions and representative bodies to develop a national support 
programme. They would develop a cohesive programme which individual institutions 
would then deliver for these high-achieving care leavers (perhaps in collaboration 
with existing charities where appropriate), to support them throughout years 12 and 
13 in the lead up to university application season. This support could take different 
forms, and perhaps include a guaranteed offer. This could, look something like 
existing encouraging schemes like West Yorkshire Go Higher or the First Star program 
highlighted by the MacAlister review, which offers academic and life skills support, 
with monthly sessions at a university campus. However, it would be targeted at the 
highest achieving GCSE students specifically to address critical under-
representation. The Advancing Access scheme shows that this kind of collaboration 
by high-tariff institutions is possible, although admittedly rare. The scheme provides 
resources, training and support to teachers and advisors to help them support 
students to progress into Russell Group universities, and was developed 
collaboratively by the 24 member institutions. 

It is important to note that, due to the additional barriers these pupils face in 
schooling and examinations, this list would inevitably exclude some who could excel 
in higher education but have received lower grades due to educational disruption. 
This list would only be able to identify the highest performing at GCSE level, and that 
is not necessarily the same as pupils with the highest potential. With any policy 
intervention, we have to work with the data that we have, even if it is imperfect. 
However, the insight of the virtual school is ideally placed here; where Local 
Authorities have identified a pupil who has significant potential to enter high tariff 
higher education but has received lower GCSE grades on account of educational 
disruption, they should be able to include these pupils within the scheme. 
Furthermore, this list would help high tariff institutions better target their widening 
access and participation work, and set a precedent for the Department for Education 
facilitating contact between ‘hard to reach’ disadvantaged students and institutions 
with the resources to support them.  

Some might question the prioritisation of the highest performing care experienced 
students – who might be expected to have less need of help – and object to the 
apparent elitism of focusing on the most selective universities. We share some of 

https://www.advancingaccess.ac.uk/
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those egalitarian qualms. But it is an argument that carries an echo of the objection 
to local authorities putting resources into supporting care leaver students, when it 
could be prioritising those with more acute need in the criminal justice system or at 
risk of unemployment. The fact that some care experienced young people may be in 
need of greater support does not mean we should neglect those who have the 
potential to do better than their current pathways suggest – we should be striving for 
equitable access at all levels. If this were the only thing the government did to 
support care experienced students, that would reflect misplaced priorities. The fact 
that care experienced and estranged students are disproportionately more likely to 
drop out of university and less likely to achieve a first or a 2:1 shows that getting their 
foot in the door is just the first step. Without also addressing issues in the support 
available for students when they attend university, particularly housing and financial 
support, we may be setting them up to fail. This initiative therefore must be 
considered in the context of the wider reforms we propose, especially the changes to 
funding, which ought to rebalance resources to less prestigious and well-funded 
institutions, and improve the consistency and quality of support available. 

In any case, we should not deny the fact that attending high tariff universities does in 
general confer certain benefits that are not available to other students – whether that 
results from the greater level of resources, the benefits of having more academically 
able peers, or the signalling value of a specific institution on one’s CV. Recent 
analysis by TASO also found that attending a more selective institution results in 
greater employment rates and higher earnings for disadvantaged students, even 
when controlling for demographics and prior attainment.89  

Our interviews also revealed that low aspirations are key barriers to access for this 
group – they tend to have lower confidence in their own abilities, and those around 
them may not be encouraging them to reach their full potential. The issue of 
confidence is present more broadly throughout underrepresented groups in higher 
education. Previous research has found that more disadvantaged students tend to 
apply to less selective courses and institutions compared to more advantaged 
students with the same attainment levels (called ‘undermatching’). The risks of 
undermatching are significant – students who undermatch are less likely to graduate 
with a ‘good’ degree (first or 2:1), and tend to have lower salaries following 
graduation.90 Our focus groups with students highlighted that this is even more 
critical for care leavers, who not only face low confidence but also may undermatch 
because they have chosen a course or institution with lower selectivity but higher 
levels of support. As well as providing practical advice on applications and preparing 
for university, we envision that this scheme will work to raise confidence for 
participants. The focus should be on ensuring that they feel that university (and more 
selective institutions) is achievable for them, and providing them with the practical 
support they need for their potential to be realised.  

The MacAlister review’s focus on high tariff universities was, therefore, not arbitrary. 
The risk of students undermatching is present across disadvantaged groups, but 
there is reason to believe that this may be more common for care experienced 
students. It is also clear that this group may have the most to gain from being better 
supported by more selective institutions. While clearly not on the scale as the other 
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challenges facing care experienced students, getting more of them into “elite” 
institutions, with the potential improvements in life chances that entails, is still 
worthwhile.  

Recommendation six – targeted support for high-achieving care experienced 
pupils.  

 
The Department for Education should identify the top care experienced 
pupils at GCSE level each year. They should convene high tariff institutions 
and representative bodies to develop a comprehensive support programme 
for these students over the year and a half leading up to university 
applications, providing tailored support including for example mentoring, 
open days and orientation events (where all expenses are provided). 
Institutions should consider also providing a guaranteed offer to study on an 
appropriate course. 
 
Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data 
  

Alongside targeted outreach for high-performing students, a Guaranteed Access 
scheme would help increase access for all, whilst maintaining admissions standards  

In 2019 Scottish universities announced a new Guaranteed Access scheme, where 
care experienced applicants would be guaranteed an offer to study if they met the 
minimum advertised entry requirements. This reform was part of a wider suite of 
offers for care experienced students in Scotland, where, as one interviewee 
described, “Scotland [is] always ahead of England in relation to children in care and 
education”. The number of care experienced young people entering university has 
risen significantly in Scotland – for full-time undergraduate degree students this 
represents an increase of almost 300% since 2013, and an increase of almost 50% 
since the access scheme was introduced (Figure 13).  

Figure 13: Number of Scottish-domiciled care experienced entrants 2013-14 – 2021-22, by full 
time first degree and all undergraduate HE intake 

 

Source: Scottish Funding Council Report on Widening Access 2021-22 
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Of course, the context is different in Scotland, where universities are publicly funded. 
This scheme was likely partly so successful because undergraduate places are 
limited in Scotland in a way that they are not in England, where institutions are 
admitting more and more students each year. In Scotland this means that 
competition is very high – the overall entry rate is 29%, compared to 37% in 
England.91 Giving care experienced students priority in this admissions context 
makes a lot of sense, whilst ensuring that they are academically prepared for the 
course by maintaining admissions criteria.  

However, our interviews and reading made it clear to us that these types of schemes 
can work successfully for reasons beyond reducing competition in admissions – by 
raising aspirations and by increasing stability. As discussed previously in the report, 
care experienced young people tend to be more ‘marginal’ – they are not as certain 
about attending university and are more likely to have considered other options. In 
our focus groups we also heard routinely that, because of experiences of instability 
and disruption throughout their life, they will often make decisions based on what will 
give them the most security. These decisions may not always be in their best interest 
academically – for example, deciding to apply for a lower tariff provider because 
there is a greater chance of them being accepted, even if they have the grades for a 
higher tariff provider. Or, indeed, not applying at all if they are unsure if they will be 
admitted. Essentially, the risk of applying and not knowing if you’d been admitted 
until shortly before term starts is too much of an unknown for many young people 
who need stability. 

“Because of adverse childhood experiences for some young people, 
particularly if they're looking to pursue [higher education] by themselves, the 
risks associated with not getting in limits your ambition. So that aspect of 
[grades] being published, of all I need to do is get [the grades] they say, and 
I'm definitely guaranteed a place is a pull. It acts as a pull and it made a 
massive difference to their intake.” Civil society interviewee 

Therefore, the introduction of a Guaranteed Access scheme would be a welcome 
step in increasing aspiration and access for care experienced young people in 
England. We envision that it would increase applications (and therefore 
acceptances) for all care experienced students, at all levels of attainment and to all 
different types of providers, but would likely also help towards increasing access at 
high tariff providers specifically and particularly if subjective interview criteria were 
waived. And because of the condition of meeting the minimum entry requirements, it 
avoids concerns related to contextual offers about the academic readiness of the 
applicant.  

Getting institutions to implement such a policy may be somewhat trickier in England 
than in Scotland, where the system is more centralised. However, the fact that the 
majority of institutions already offer contextual admissions, as we saw in the previous 
chapter, suggests the goodwill exists to support more inclusive offers. Universities 
UK, as the representative body for vice-chancellors, should be responsible for 
bringing together institutions, working with other mission groups such as the Russell 
Group, MillionPlus and University Alliance, and other sector bodies such as UCAS and 
the OfS, to broker such an arrangement.  
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Recommendation seven – a Guaranteed Offer Scheme for care experienced 
and estranged pupils.  

 
Universities in England should implement a Guaranteed Offer Scheme, where 
care experienced or verified estranged students are guaranteed an offer to 
study at any institution if they meet the minimum entry requirements 
advertised. 
 
Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data; Estranged, identified through Student Finance.   
  

 

Responsibility  

Directing universities to sign up to the Care Leaver Covenant, to solidify 
their sense of responsibility toward care experienced students 
Beyond the direct policy levers we have discussed in this chapter, there is something 
to be said for more fundamental legal changes that assign universities a clearer 
sense of accountability towards their care experienced and estranged students. 
Perhaps the most eye catching proposal in the MacAlister review was the call for 
Britain to be the first country in the world to recognise care experience as a 
protected characteristic, by amending the Equality Act.  

That has generated a certain amount of controversy among care experienced people. 
Some see it as a necessary move to reflect the discrimination and lack of 
understanding of hardships that care experienced people endure. Others are wary of 
such a legalistic approach, and in particular the need to disclose their status (though 
it is usually argued that any such disclosure should be voluntary). The previous 
government’s response to the MacAlister review expressed concerns that the move 
could inadvertently increase stigma.92 

“Views on [care experienced becoming a protected characteristic] have 
been mixed from care experienced people in terms of how helpful it will be, 
and there are fears that it would leave them more open to discrimination if 
they're identifying themselves.” Academic  

Such a move would have two types of benefits. First, it would have symbolic or 
expressive value – highlighting society’s commitment to prioritising those with 
experience in care, legally recognising their vulnerability and resolving to address the 
injustices they face. In a context following the MacAlister review where momentum 
seems to have stalled, such a move could reinvigorate the society-wide mission to 
do better. Second, such a change would feed into processes. It would encourage 
institutional bureaucracies to collect data on care experienced people along with 
other protected characteristics, and to better measure progress. It would make it 
more likely that care experience gets a ‘seat at the table’ when it comes to 
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discussions around questions of equality – for example, in impact assessments and 
the like.  

Some institutions, laudably, have decided not to wait for government legislation, and 
have decided to act as though care experience is a protected characteristic, for 
example by including them in equality impact assessments. That may be for the best, 
because seeking to amend the Equality Act may open a can of worms that the 
government prefers to keep shut. However strong the case for care experience as a 
protected characteristic, launching the discussion will invite a number of other 
apparently worthy candidates – but bringing them all under the aegis of the Act risks 
adding to regulatory burdens that a government seeking to present itself as pro-
business will want to avoid.   

Fortunately, there is a less contentious intermediate step that the government can 
take more easily: designating universities as ‘corporate parents’ for care experienced 
and estranged young people. Indeed, that was the last government’s favoured 
approach: in its response to the MacAlister review, it proposed to prioritise extending 
corporate parenthood as “more impactful” than making care experience a protected 
characteristic.93  

The MacAlister review said that a wider range of institutions should take on corporate 
parenting responsibilities currently held by local authorities, to reflect the shared 
societal responsibility to care experienced people. That would mirror the approach 
taken in Scotland, where the Children and Young People Act 2014 named 126 
organisations – including universities, colleges, health boards and police – as 
corporate parents. The duties of corporate parents to those they are responsible for 
are to: 

• Be alert to matters that might adversely affect the wellbeing of their charges 
• Assess their needs for services they provide  
• Promote their interests 

• Provide them with activities designed to promote their wellbeing 
• Help them access relevant opportunities and services94 
• Take other actions to improve its functioning 

In March 2024, the All-Party Parliamentary Group for care experienced children and 
young people produced the conclusions of an inquiry into corporate parenting. It set 
out the nature of the role of corporate parent, suggested frameworks of governance, 
identified principles that might be enshrined in law, and named specific institutions  
(including schools, further education and higher education institutions) that should 
come under the descriptor.95   

In practice, corporate parenthood responsibilities have encouraged Scottish 
universities to invest in a lot of the activities we have already discussed. The Scottish 
government’s most recent corporate parenting update, from 2021, outlines a number 
of university initiatives, which cover broadly familiar themes: financial assistance, 
accommodation support, guaranteed offers dedicated points of contact, pre-entry 
engagement and support with the transition to university, early move in dates and 
early access to support staff training and awareness raising for staff.96 But it also 
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highlights efforts to make care experienced and estranged students feel more 
welcomed and at home, including celebrations like social media campaigns and care 
leavers’ week events and establishing groups and associations.  

Corporate parenting in Scotland has not created a new playbook or set of duties for 
institutions, but it has given them impetus to do what the most engaged and 
enthusiastic were doing anyway. That reflects the nature of the move – less radical 
than it might seem, merely confirming and endorsing the way that the most 
progressive institutions already saw themselves. The responses to the UK 
government’s consultation question on corporate parenting seems to confirm the 
notion that this is just common sense: educational institutions were among the most 
common bodies proposed as corporate parents.97  

In that sense, it is representative of the broader direction of travel. There is already a 
lot of good work going on, but it is too often informal, discretionary, based on high 
mindedness and prosocial motivation. Those instincts should be kindled, not 
crowded out. But establishing a sense of moral obligation and responsibility, rather 
than charity, it would better reflect our societal commitment to care experienced and 
estranged young people, and reinforce the idea that this is not optional – securing 
them the best possible educational opportunities should be everybody’s mission.  

At the same time, even corporate parenthood is going to require some degree of 
consultation and discussion with institutions. As a more immediate step, we 
recommend that the government direct institutions to sign up to the existing Care 
Leaver Covenant. A recommendation of the government’s 2016 strategy for 
supporting care leavers, the covenant is a voluntary pledge made by organisations, 
including many universities, to develop and publicise ‘offers’ that support care 
leavers, underpinning inclusion and widening participation. Its objectives are to 
ensure care leavers are prepared and helped to live independently; that they have 
access to employment, education and training; that they feel stable, safe and secure; 
that they receive health and emotional support; and that they can achieve financial 
stability.98  

A key offer for care experienced and estranged students that institutions could make 
as part of this could be ensuring that they have a rent guarantor scheme. As 
discussed throughout the report, housing is the largest non-academic barrier that 
these students face. As well as often struggling to afford housing costs, these 
students are also less likely to have access to someone who can act as a guarantor 
for them when signing rental contracts, which are commonly required in the private 
rental sector. Some universities already have guarantor schemes in place, where 
they act as a guarantor for students who cannot ask a family member or guardian. 
Making this common practice across the sector would have a positive impact on 
these groups of students, helping them to find secure accommodation close to their 
study location. Other organisations, such as Purpose-Built Student Accommodation 
providers, should also be encouraged to waive requirements for a guarantor for these 
groups.   
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The Department for Education should undertake a campaign to raise awareness and 
sign ups to the covenant. As well as institutions, this should include charities, 
funders, commercial suppliers, graduate employers and local authorities. 

Recommendation eight – Direct Higher Education institutions to sign up to 
the Care Leaver Covenant, ahead of any consideration of corporate parenting 
of care experienced and estranged young people 

 
 
Higher Education institutions should sign up to the Care Leaver Covenant 
whilst government takes forward consideration of higher education 
institutions as corporate parents of care experienced and estranged young 
people, formalising a role for them to support these students. 

Eligible groups: Care experienced, defined as those who have had 
experience with the care system at any point in their childhood, identified 
through local authority data; Estranged, identified through Student Finance.   

  

Support provided by local authorities should be expanded and 
standardised, to address the ‘postcode lottery’ and ‘cliff-edge’ drop off 
of support 
Throughout this report it has been clear that issues of support level and consistency 
is not confined to the education sector, but is also a major issue for young people 
accessing local authority support. This is often due to confusion around whose 
responsibility it is to support different groups at different stages, leading to many 
who fall through the gaps and end up in a camp where no one takes responsibility, 
and support is lacking. Local authorities have statutory duties to support care 
leavers, which includes providing a personal advisor, creating a pathway plan, and 
supporting with housing and financial needs up until the age of 18. Some local 
authorities also have excellent initiatives to help support care leavers into and 
through higher education, such as supporting with term time rent costs. However, 
when local authority budgets are stretched we can see a disparity in the level of 
support offered. Care leavers we interviewed commonly reported difficulties knowing 
what they were entitled to and what their local authority offered. There was a sense 
that there was a ‘postcode lottery’ for local authority support, and that this was 
especially challenging when care leavers were moving into a different local authority 
for university.  

The issue of financial and housing support ending at age 18 was also a common 
challenge, particularly in accessing higher education. As we’ve explored, care 
leavers are more likely to go into higher education later in life, and will likely need 
similar levels of support progressing into higher education as a care leaver applying 
straight out of compulsory schooling. This ‘cliff-edge’ drop off of support can be 
devastating for care leavers: a report in 2023 found that 1 in 10 care leavers were 
homeless or threatened with homelessness after the end of the local authority 
statutory duty at 18.99 This is an issue that the government has acknowledged: the 
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Prime Minister recently promised that young care leavers would have a “guaranteed 
roof over their head” and “the security they deserve”.100  

There is clearly a need to both standardise local authority support for care leavers 
and for the age of eligibility to be extended. The Department for Education should 
undertake an immediate analytical review of outcomes for care leaver students by 
local offer, and then utilise this learning to develop a universal offer of support for 
local authorities to deliver to care leavers pursuing higher education, which should 
include housing and financial support. This offer should extend up to graduation as 
long as they enrolled before age 25.  

Recommendation nine – standardise local authority support and extend up 
until graduation  

 
The DfE should conduct an immediate analysis of HE outcomes by LA set in 
the context of Local Offers to assess any evidence of an effectiveness 
baseline 

Based up on evidence identified, the Department for Education should then 
develop a universal offer of support that they expect all local authorities to 
deliver to care leavers pursuing higher education. This should include 
financial and housing support. The support should extend up until graduation 
for those who have enrolled before they turned 25. 

Eligible groups: Care leavers, as defined under local authorities statutory 
duties. 
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