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1 Executive Summary

Care experienced young people (CEYP) have low progression rates into higher education (HE), with latest data from the Department for Education suggesting that only around 15% of care leavers in England are entering HE by the age of 19, compared to 47% of the general population.  Those who are successful often overcome major challenges and barriers to go to university and many enter higher education as mature students.  

The present provision for supporting CEYP to transition from secondary to higher education is piecemeal and subject to regional variation, with no consistent model utilised to support this specific group of young people.  

1.1 Head Start into Higher Education
The Inner Circle Educational Trust (ICET) is funding a seven year programme, Head Start into Higher Education, in partnership with the London Borough of Camden Virtual School (CVS).  Through the Head Start initiative, 30 CEYP who show the academic potential for attainment at Level 2 and 3 are receiving targeted funding and personalised support from an Educational Navigator (EN).  The EN role draws on the concept of the relational navigator, which promotes a pedagogical relationship to enable the navigator to “…pilot through complex systems and transitional processes in collaboration with, and through walking alongside, the CEYP with respect to their lived contexts and experiences”. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Burke, P. J., Cameron, C., Fuller, E. and Hollingworth, K. (2021). The relational navigator: a pedagogical reframing of widening educational participation for care-experienced young people. International Journal of Social Pedagogy, 10(1):  p.1 see https://journals.uclpress.co.uk/ijsp/article/pubid/IJSP-10-15/] 


CVS took account of the following criteria when selecting CEYP who might benefit from the programme:

· Year 9/10 students in full-time education, selected based on their summer term 2023 PEP progress and attainment being recorded as On Track at age-related expectations or working above in Maths, English, Science and a range of other subjects, or working within a range of Grade 5-9 at Level 2 subjects at the beginning of the Key Stage 4 academic year 2023/4 and 2024/5; and
· Year 12 and above in full-time education, working towards a range of grade 5-9 at level 2 or studying a level 2 or 3 course at the start of the academic year 2023/4 and 2024/5.

The programme did not seek to gather a cohort that would be representative of the wider population of CEYP in Camden or beyond, or that would enter the programme at the same level of education.

Once a CEYP is found to have met the academic criteria for the programme, the EN conducts an in-depth analysis of previous Personal Education Plan (PEP) meetings for the CEYP.  The EN subsequently approaches the Social Worker or Personal Advisor and then the carer and child / young person via email or phone call to talk about the programme.  If the invitation to join the programme is accepted, the EN then meets the young person, their Social Worker or Personal Advisor, and their carer(s) to provide further information about the range of support and activities available. 
1.2 The evaluation approach
ICET has commissioned an independent evaluation of Head Start in Higher Education by the University of Birmingham in partnership with the National Network for the Education of Care Leavers (NNECL) to demonstrate whether this type of programme and financial investment will make a material difference to the life chances and educational outcomes of the CEYP involved.  This report outlines the findings of Work Package 1 (WP1), an investigative phase during the first year of the programme, to establish the approach to evaluation during the subsequent six years of the project.  

The evaluation is adopting a mixed methods approach, with both formative and summative elements, and is rooted in the expectation that the framework will be co-created with ICET, the CVS and CEYP themselves.  The direct engagement of CEYP is intended to encourage a sense of ownership, which will be important for participation in surveys and interviews to gather insights, both during the project and beyond it, thereby opening the possibility for further longitudinal research. Qualitative insights form an important strand of the evaluation, with opportunities for CEYP to engage in a variety of ways. 

As well as producing reports for ICET, the evaluation will also explore how the evaluation findings could be deployed to influence improvement and best practice through changes to policy and practice nationwide.  This will involve ongoing public communications crafted with ICET and the CVS, together with a policy briefing and seminar at the end of the project to discuss recommendations with policymakers and practitioners.  It will also include consideration of further research that could be conducted with the cohort.   

The project is planned to run for seven school/academic years from 2023/24 through to 2029/30.  
WP1 took place during the 2023/24 year, with the other work packages (2-5) scheduled to be carried out at key points across all subsequent years.
1.3 Evaluation activities in Year One 
Activities undertaken in WP1 have involved: 

· a desk-based review of recent policy and research findings in the field;
· semi-structured interviews with key people at ICET, the CVS and the EN to explore the programme in more detail. Further interviews with external experts who provided insights into other initiatives and effective practice. These people were also asked about their views on how the evaluation should be conducted in the subsequent years;
· review of the baseline data for care experienced young people (CEYP) in Camden and nationally on their educational attainment and progress into and through higher education; and
· two face-to-face focus groups with CEYP currently involved in the Head Start Programme, exploring their experience of the support they have received so far, and their views on how the evaluation should be conducted in the subsequent years.
1.4 Findings 
1.4.1 Literature and policy review
The review of literature and policy initiatives highlighted several themes of relevance to the Head Start programme and will help to inform the ongoing evaluation of this initiative.  These include:
· the importance of continuity of support, which is holistic, relational, and knowledgeable of individual  needs;
· the need for accurate and consistent information, advice and guidance for young people and their advisers; 
· the challenges of evaluating initiatives with small sample sizes, inconsistency around definitions of care experience and a lack of data linkages between local authorities, schools, colleges and higher education; but, despite this
· the benefits of early interventions that leverage partnership working across schools, colleges, universities and local authorities.
1.4.2 Conclusions from the interviews
The interview data from ICET trustees, members of CVS and external experts reinforced many of the same themes and issues.  Key points included: 
· the importance of the EN also working with the young people’s carers and other support networks, as well as the CEYP themselves, to provide a consistent message around aspirations;
· the need to explore a broad range of options for each young person, and not only a pathway to HE;
· providing support based upon individual need which adapts to the changing needs of the CEYP, as they transition through education stages;
· continuity of support by the EN which means that the CEYP do not have to keep telling different people about their lives; 
· awareness  by the EN of the stigma and barriers that the CEYP may have faced, or may still be facing, and how this individually makes an impact on their motivations and aspirations; and 
· the challenges of measuring educational success for CEYP, which calls for a wider consideration of what success may look like for the Head Start Programme, which could include pathways that do not necessarily lead to higher education. 

1.4.3 Focus group findings
The two focus groups with CEYP provided some early qualitative insights on the programme and how best to engage CEYP as participants in the evaluation.   Findings included:

· positive feedback from participants on the relationship developed with and support provided by the EN, and the way in which this was responsive to their needs;
· perceptions that progression to higher education would provide security and improve the participants’ future lives;
· a lack of recognition by the young people at this early stage that they were part of a broader programme and cohort of participants; and  
· support for online surveys as the most effective way to secure ongoing engagement, with the option to participate in other activities, if the young people so wished.  

1.4.4 Insights from data
In WP1, the evaluation team utilised Department of Education Data (Children Looked After, 2023) to problematise and challenge the use of data within existing programme evaluations for CEYP that report success against all students nationally, using averages for all children in care.  We also used this data to present a demographic profile of Camden’s CEYP.  This work suggests that a nuanced approach will be needed for programme evaluation, which utilises disaggregated data, as care experienced young people are not a homogenous group. 

Through an odds ratios [OR] approach, we established that Camden’s CEYP are more likely than the national average to be: 
· Black, African, Caribbean, or Black British [OR 8.1];
· Asian or Asian British [OR 2.6];
· male [OR 1.2], 
· over the age of 16 [OR 1.6], 
· unaccompanied asylum-seeking children [OR 3.2]; 
· in secure units, children’s homes and semi-independent living accommodation [OR 2.6]; and
· placed due to ‘absent parenting’ [OR 3.2], a ‘parental illness of disability’ [OR 2.6], and under a ‘voluntary agreement under S20 CA 1989’ [OR 2.5]. 

These findings show that extant programme evaluations that do not consider the demography of CEYP in a holistic way have the potential to under- or over-state their claims, as there is clear evidence that the race/gender/ethnicity/language/eligibility for FSM for CEYP in Camden already make an impact upon their experiences, outcomes and transitions, within education. 

In addition to these findings, our data preparations in WP1 have developed the context for educational reference points (and subsequent transitional benchmarks) to be utilised in WP2.  This is crucially concerned with requesting access to individual CVS student administrative data.
1.5 Formative advice on the programme
The activities in WP1 have raised several areas that the ICET Trustees and CVS may wish to consider as the programme develops:

· firstly, to consider supporting the work of the EN with a website or intranet system including details of the initiative, signposting the support available and links to other organisations and websites. This will not only cater to different CEYP support needs, aid continuity and help the role of the EN, but may help to engender a collective sense across the two cohorts, and a recognition that they are part of a wider programme.  If this is not considered appropriate, other ways of bringing the cohort together should be explored;
· secondly, for the EN and each CEYP to produce an individual support plan that is agreed at the point of transition from CVS to HE, apprenticeships or other destinations. This should include what support has already been provided, future modes and timings of contact, who will initiate the contact, future objectives, and areas to be addressed in the next year. This will help to manage expectations of both parties and help with the workload of the EN as they will be able to plan their time better; and  
· thirdly, to consider the issue of continuity of support and succession planning if the current EN were to move on, and to explore whether the progress being made is purely relational, and attributable to the personality, skills and knowledge of the current postholder.  
1.6 Next Steps: implications of WP1 findings for the conduct of WP2-5
The findings of WP1 indicate that the cohorts of CEYP have begun their engagement with the Head Start programme in different school years, and therefore at different points in their transitions from compulsory education to post-compulsory education, training or employment. Equally, as CVS staff have made clear, while the aim of the project is to support transitions into HE, participants can be expected to transition to different destinations, or to take different routes in their transition into HE than a UCAS application at the end of year 13. 
WP1 has also found that the enactment of the relational navigator role in Head Start has led to participants having a largely individualised relationship to the programme, and a more limited personal sense of themselves as part of a cohort of participants in the project. 
This diversity of starting points, anticipated pathways and individualised relations to the provision will all necessarily shape the evaluation’s approach to WP2-5. Equally, the relatively small number of participants and lack of control groups necessarily informs our evaluative aims and approach. 
We propose using WP2-5 to focus on two questions:
1. How the educational navigator works with Head Start participants to shape their transition to post-compulsory education destination; and
2. How Head Start participants’ post-compulsory educational outcomes compare to broader populations of CEYP.

Question one (WP2 and 3) will focus on producing a rich understanding of what Head Start has provided and participants’ subjective perceptions of that provision, including whether and how it has helped them, and their sentiments regarding the provision. We will take a case study approach which will be designed to provide an account of the young person’s transition to their post-compulsory destination over the five years of provision. Each participant will be a case, and cases will provide a cumulative account of the work of the EN and young people’s engagement with Head Start. This design will enable the evaluation to accommodate the individual differences of participants, their different starting points, destinations and the flexibility of educational navigator provision. 

Question two (WP 4) will be answered through accessing CVS student participant data via the Department for Education’s Unique Learner Number (ULN)/Learner Personal Record (UPR) to enable the tracking of transition, participation and attainment of students from compulsory education (Department of Education) into higher education (Higher Education Statistics Agency – ‘HESA’), and, given the small sample size, using odds ratios to compare the individual attainment and progression data of each participating CVS student to broader populations of care-experienced you people within and beyond Camden/London/England.  This work may also inform broader research on CEYP in local areas across England. 




2 Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk190604529]Low numbers of care experienced young people (CEYP)  currently progress into higher education (HE), with latest data suggesting only around 15% of care leavers are entering HE by the age of 19, compared to 47% of the general population[footnoteRef:3].  Those who are successful often must overcome major challenges and barriers to go to university.  One key issue affecting their progress is the stark difference in attainment between children in care and their peers. The reasons for this are complex and multi-layered, including: disrupted education, sometimes involving several placement and school moves; the impact of early childhood trauma; higher incidence of special educational needs; and sometimes low expectations from key influencers such as social workers, teachers, foster carers and staff in local authority leaving care teams.  Lack of information about the options available for CEYP may also be an issue.  In a recent survey of 500 care experienced applicants to university by the admissions agency UCAS, 60% of respondents said they had received no specific information about the support available to them in higher education[footnoteRef:4]. [3:  See 2022/2023 DfE widening participation data at: https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/widening-participation-in-higher-education]  [4:  https://www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-students-care-background-education?hash=aZKGPUscln70ypzKB0QE-1YObNszyE2iNz_xQjoVbSM] 


CEYP and their supporters often talk about the cliff edge of leaving care.  For those entering higher education, effective transition is crucial, but this need for support does not end once students are enrolled.  Although the picture shows some slight improvement, data still indicate that care experienced students are more likely to withdraw or interrupt their studies, and are less likely to achieve a good honours degree and move into graduate level employment[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/student-characteristics-data-2010-11-to-2022-23/] 


[bookmark: _Hlk191218816]The present provision for supporting CEYP to transition from secondary to higher education is piecemeal and subject to regional variation, with no consistent model utilised to support this specific group of young people (see section 4.6).  

[bookmark: _Hlk190604304]One such provision, the Head Start into Higher Education Programme, commenced in September 2023 in Camden, and is the product of a partnership between the Inner Circle Educational Trust (ICET) and Camden Virtual School (CVS).  It is important to ICET to demonstrate whether this type of programme and financial investment will make a material difference to the life chances and educational outcomes of the CEYP involved.  The Trust, therefore, commissioned an independent evaluation by the University of Birmingham in partnership with the National Network for the Education of Care Leavers (NNECL). The evaluation commenced at the same time as, and will run alongside, the Head Start programme. This report outlines the findings of Work Package 1 (WP1) of the evaluation project.  WP1 covers an investigative phase during the first year, which is intended to establish the approach to evaluation during the subsequent six years of the project.

2.1 The approach to the evaluation project
[bookmark: _Hlk191218907]The project has adopted a mixed methods approach, conducting both formative and summative evaluation, and is rooted in the expectation that the framework will be co-created with ICET, the CVS and CEYP themselves.  The direct engagement of CEYP is intended to encourage a sense of ownership, which will be important for their participation in surveys and interviews to gather insights, both during the project and beyond it, thereby opening the possibility for further longitudinal research. 

As the initiative is working with only around 30 CEYP, qualitative insights form an important strand of the evaluation.  We are inviting contributions from all the CEYP participants in the ICET programme, but to provide a range of different ways for them to engage (see section 9).

The project is planned to run for seven school/academic years from 2023/24 through to 2029/30.  
WP1 took place during the 2023/24 year, with the other work packages (2-5) scheduled to be carried out at key points across all subsequent years as outlined in the table below. 

2.1.1 Table 1 – Project timeline
	Task
	Start date
	End date

	Inception meeting and scoping consultations
	September 2023
	October 2023

	Desk-based review
	September 2023
	December 2023

	Induction and data permissions for first cohort
	September 2023
	December 2023

	Development of research instruments, including approach to qualitative insights, survey design and approach to data gathering and analysis
	October 2023
	December 2023

	Preparation of ethical approval documents and processes within UoB
	October 2023
	June 2024

	Evaluation framework agreed
	December 2023
	December 2023

	Year 1 consultations, survey of participants and data analysis
	July 2024
	September 2024

	Year 1 report
	Drafting from September 2024
	January 2025

	Induction and data permissions for second cohort
	September 2024
	December 2024

	Years 2-7 consultations, survey of participants and data analysis survey
	From April each year
	July each year

	Year 2-7 reports
	Drafting from July each year
	September each year

	Drafting and agreement of final report, policy briefing and seminar
	Drafting from April 2030
	September 2030



Given the timescale for the evaluation, it is envisaged that short annual reports will be produced at the end of years 1, 2, 4 and 6, more detailed formative reports in years 3 and 5, and a final, summative report in year 7, as outlined below:

· Year 1: Initial report covering the agreed evaluation framework, research instruments and analysis of baseline data and qualitative evidence, subject to ethical approval, which this report is intended to address.  
· Year 2: Progress report on year 2 covering data analysis, survey responses and semi-structured interviews.
· Year 3: First interim report providing formative evaluation of progress including analysis of data and qualitative evidence from years 1-3.  Recommendations for further improvements.
· Year 4: Progress report on year 4 covering data analysis, survey responses and semi-structured interviews.
· Year 5: Second interim report providing formative evaluation of progress including cumulative analysis of data and qualitative evidence from years 1-5.  Recommendations for further improvements.
· Year 6: Progress report on year 6 covering data analysis, survey responses and semi-structured interviews.
· Year 7: Final report with stand-alone executive summary, detailed and summary data analysis and recommendations for future policy, practice and research.

[bookmark: _Hlk192061018]The project will not only produce reports for ICET but also explore how the project findings could be deployed to influence improvement and best practice through changes to policy and practice nationwide.  This will involve ongoing public communications crafted with ICET and the CVS, together with a policy briefing and seminar at the end of the project to discuss recommendations with policymakers and practitioners.  It will also include consideration of further research that could be conducted with the cohort.   

2.2 Activities delivered within Work Package 1 (WP1)
[bookmark: _Hlk190605658]WP1 involved the review and scoping stage of the project, which is intended to inform the co-design and testing of the evaluation framework moving forward. The activities undertaken involved: 

· A desk-based review of recent policy and research findings in the field. 
· Semi-structured interviews with key people at ICET, the CVS and the EN to explore the programme in more detail. Further interviews with external experts who provided insights into other initiatives and effective practice. These people were also asked about their views on how the evaluation should be conducted in the subsequent years. 
· Review of the baseline data for care experienced young people (CEYP) in Camden and nationally on their educational attainment and progress into and through higher education. 
· Two face-to-face focus groups with CEYP currently involved in the Head Start Programme, exploring their experience of the support they have received so far, and their views on how the evaluation should be conducted in the subsequent years.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  It was not possible to arrange a focus group with CEYP from NNECL. ] 

 
Section 9 of this report outlines, in more detail, how the findings of this review and scoping have informed changes to the evaluation approach and framework. It introduces the qualitative research approach, activities and methods that will be utilised in WP2-7. 


3 The Head Start into Higher Education Programme
The ICET Trustees commissioned Cause4[footnoteRef:7] to look at possible areas of need in public education and subsequently  opted to invest funds into supporting the progression of Care Experienced Young People (CEYP) into and through higher education. Following further consultation with Professor Claire Cameron of University College London about her work on the relational navigator, the role of the Educational Navigator (EN) was fostered.  [7:  https://www.cause4.co.uk] 


Challenging the deficit discourse often accompanying the journey of CEYP into HE, the concept of the relational navigator promotes a pedagogical relationship which enables the navigator to “…pilot through complex systems and transitional processes in collaboration with, and through walking alongside, the CEYP with respect to their lived contexts and experiences”. (Burke et al. 2021 p.1). Relational navigation is fundamentally a pedagogical encounter, in which the navigator and young person learn together, and draws from notions of peer mentoring present in both the fields of social care and education. According to Burke et al. (2021) the key dimensions of the relational navigator are:

· accompanying or walking alongside young people in a non-hierarchical way;
· a Haltung (or mindset) of ethical obligations of respect for, and recognition of, the young person, carried out with care and compassion, where each person is valued and valuable in the here and now and not viewed as their past or an accumulation of risk factors;
· supporting young people to navigate unfamiliar demands and expectations, developing new sensibilities of their capabilities and identities;
· creating purpose, pace and connection to create meaningful experience and a sense of belonging;
· listening with patience and empathy and a willingness to address issues raised;
· working between the borders of the individual, the institution and the agencies with whom the young people interact.

[bookmark: _Hlk190605275]ICET approached and subsequently partnered with the London Borough of Camden  and Camden Virtual School (CVS) to deliver Head Start into Higher Education , a transformative programme with the aim of supporting two cohorts of young people on their journey to higher education and employment. The project  provides wrap-around support for Camden’s Looked-after Children and Care Leavers who show the academic potential for attainment at Level 2 and 3 that will position them to apply for university.  

[bookmark: _Hlk192061376]Through WP1, we explored the basis for selecting CEYP to participate in the programme and determined that this was based on the judgement of CVS professionals using criteria detailed below.   There was no attempt to gather a cohort that would be representative of the wider population of CEYP in Camden or beyond, or that would enter the programme at the same level of education. 

Alongside the involvement of the EN, each CEYP involved in the programme has a £1000 annual bursary to support access to projects, services and practical resources.  Based on our insights from WP1, we believe that this is allocated according to the needs of individual participants based on their interaction with the EN, rather than the same provision being allocated to each person.  

Interviews for the Education Navigator role were held in May 2023 and the successful candidate was appointed in September 2023, to coincide with the recruitment of the first cohort of CEYP to the programme. 

3.1 The academic criteria and recruitment procedure for the Head Start programme.
[bookmark: _Hlk192061454]In total, CVS supported 326 CEYP in 2021/22, 321 CEYP in 2022/23 and 323 CEYP in 2023/24 (as of 11/11/2024). The criteria used to identify Camden’s CEYP who were eligible to receive the support from the Head Start into Higher Education took account of the following criteria:

· Year 9/10 students in full-time education, selected based on their summer term 2023 PEP progress and attainment being recorded as On Track at age-related expectations or working above in Maths, English, Science and a range of other subjects, or working within a range of Grade 5-9 at Level 2 subjects at the beginning of the Key Stage 4 academic year 2023/4 and 2024/5.

· Year 12 and above in full-time education, working towards a range of grade 5-9 at level 2 or studying a level 2 or 3 course at the start of the academic year 2023/4 and 2024/5.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  CVS were not able to identify how many of the overall CEYP they support met the academic criteria over the two cohorts
] 


[bookmark: _Hlk192061715][bookmark: _Int_eHIjI4uu]CVS reported that once a CEYP is found to have met the academic criteria for the programme, the Education Navigator conducts  an in-depth analysis of previous Personal Education Plan (PEP) meetings for the CEYP/.  The EN subsequently approaches the Social Worker or Personal Advisor and then the carer and child / young person via email or phone call to talk about the programme.

A formal welcome letter/invitation is then sent to the young person. If this invitation is accepted, the Education Navigator meets with the young person, their Social Worker or Personal Advisor, and their carer(s). The young person confirms their place on the programme.

The programme is explained to young people and their network in the following way: 'This is a programme for care-experienced young people on track for and considering Higher Education'. There is a strong emphasis placed on university and/or Degree Apprenticeships, although other pathways are discussed.
 
In the Welcome/Invitation Letter and initial meeting the Education Navigator shares the additional types of support offered including: ‘Academic enrichment, mentoring, tuition, university visits, employment support, work experience, and internship opportunities over a 6-year period.’  Based on our insights from WP1, we believe that the support provided to each participant by the EN is tailored to individual needs, rather than a structured offer for all, or indeed a baseline for all that is supplemented to address individual circumstances.  

CVS has successfully recruited two cohorts of 15 CEYP each, who range from Year 9 to their first year in higher education. Details of these two cohorts can be found in the two tables below.

3.1.1 Table 2 - Cohort 1 - recruited in September 2023
	Stage of Education
2023/24
	Education Location
	Gender
	Ethnicity
	Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Young Person

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Camden
	F
	White British
	

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Kent
	F
	White/Any Other White Background
	

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British/African Eritrean
	Yes

	Key Stage 4 – Year 11
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British /Caribbean
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Enfield
	F
	Black or Black British/African Congolese
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 13
	Camden
	M
	Black or Black British/any other African
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 14
	Camden
	F
	White / any other White background
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Camden
	F
	White / Any Other White background
	

	Key Stage 5 -Year 13
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British /African Eritrean
	

	Gap Year/ Retaking A Level’s
reapplying to HE
	Camden
	F
	Asian or Asian British / any other Asian background
	

	University – Year 1
	Derby
	M
	Black or Black British / Any
Other Black Background
	

	Degree Apprenticeship or
Higher Apprenticeship –
pending successful application and interview
	Camden
	F
	Mixed / White and Black
African
	

	University – Year 1
	Bristol
	F
	Mixed / White and Black African
	Yes

	University – Year 1
	London
	F
	Black or Black British / any other African
	Yes

	University – Year 1
	London
	F
	Black or Black British / any other African
	Yes



3.1.2 Table 3 - Cohort 2 - recruited in September 2024
	Stage of Education
	Education Location
	Gender
	Ethnicity
	Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Young Person

	Key Stage 3 – Year 9
	Lewisham
	F
	Black or Black British / Any
Other African
	

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Camden
	M
	White / Any Other White
Background
	

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Camden
	M
	Asian or Asian British / Bangladeshi
	Yes

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Camden
	M
	Mixed / any other mixed background
	

	Key Stage 4 – Year 10
	Camden
	M
	Black or Black British / any other African
	

	Key Stage 4- Year 10
	Camden
	F
	Mixed / White and Asian
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Suffolk
	M
	Black or Black British /Caribbean
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British / Any other African
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Camden
	F
	White/British
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Camden
	M
	Black or Black British /
London
African Congolese
	

	Key Stage 5 – Year 12
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British /
African Eritrean
	Refugee status

	Key Stage 5 – Year 13
	Enfield
	M
	Black or Black British /
Unaccompanied
African Somali
	Yes

	University – Year 1
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British /
Caribbean
	

	University – Year 1
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British / Any
Other African
	

	University – Year 1
	Camden
	F
	Black or Black British /
Caribbean
	





4 Review of academic literature  
The following section provides a summary of the key findings from the desk-based review of recent research  and policy initiatives around support for CEYP accessing HE.  

4.1 Access to HE 
The lack of clear and consistent advice and support for CEYP to access HE is a major theme in recent research.  The first report from the Pathways to University from Care project[footnoteRef:9] drew on the views and experiences of 234 care experienced students in universities across England and Wales.  A key conclusion of the project was that ‘embedded support significantly aided positive transitions to university life’ and its recommendations included: [9:   Available online at: https://doi.org/10.15131/shef.data.9578930.v3 ] 

· Offering training to Local Authorities, Personal Advisers, Schools and Colleges
which includes information, advice and guidance about university admissions and funding procedures for care experienced students; and
· Providing pre-entry summer schools and homework clubs for care experienced
young people to help break down some of the barriers that make university
inaccessible. 

In 2021, NNECL produced a feasibility study[footnoteRef:10] for the Office for Students (OfS) on developing a more consistent approach to supporting care experienced students in higher education.  While the focus of the study was on the higher education sector itself, the report also identified the need to improve understanding of the support available in HE amongst key influencers (including foster carers, Personal Advisers and teachers) and for better alignment of the information, advice and guidance provided by different organisations.    [10:  Available online at: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/20409813-5227-4bdd-8d99-24122bb01859/nnecl-feasibility-study.pdf ] 

A 2022 report by UCAS, Next Steps: What is the experience of students from a care background in education?[footnoteRef:11], includes further evidence of a gap in knowledge about support options among these young people and their advisers.  Survey responses from 500 care experienced applicants indicated that 60% had received no guidance at school around applying to HE specific to their status as a person with care experience.  In schools, the form tutor was cited as the most likely person to go to for support (49%) and applicants felt that the people who supported them may not always have the most up-to-date knowledge or experience of what is available in HE. [11:  Available online at: https://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports/next-steps-what-experience-students-care-background-education-report ] 

The report found that the intersectionality of care experience with other personal characteristics may present additional challenges for many of these young people.  Analysis of UCAS data showed that care experienced applicants were 38% more likely than other applicants to come from neighbourhoods with the lowest rates of higher education participation (POLAR4 Quintile 1), twice as likely to be from Mixed or Black ethnic groups, 79% more likely to identify as LGBT+, almost twice as likely to share a disability, and nearly three times as likely to have a mental health condition.
Care experienced students were more likely to apply when they were 21 or above, beyond the point at which they receive support from their Personal Adviser or school.  While 82% do apply before the statutory support from the local authority ends at age 26, 18% apply after this point, meaning they are ineligible for local authority support or the care leaver bursary.  
The UCAS report also found that students with care experience place more value on career prospects, finances and independence than other applicants, with a clear preference for vocational subjects such as health and social care, nursing and midwifery. Choice of institution was strongly influenced by their own individual support needs, including mental health and well-being provision.  
An analysis of HESA data as part of the Positive Impact?[footnoteRef:12] research project also highlighted the tendency for care experienced graduates to be over- or under-represented in certain subjects, as follows:   [12:  Available online at: https://www.education.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Positive-Impact-Annex-2.pdf ] 

· Over-represented: social sciences, computer science and technology; law, business and communications; creative arts. 
· Under-represented: natural sciences; mathematics, engineering and construction; languages, history and philosophy.

While some of this may be related to lack of relevant qualifications for some subjects or a preference for more vocational options, care experienced people may also be unaware of the wide range of subject choices available to them in HE.

The Positive Impact? main report summarised some key examples of what works for care experienced students, including: 
· Access to a consistent, named, knowledgeable, ‘single point of contact’ who will advocate on behalf of students both internally and externally.
· Support, which is holistic, relational, and characterised by knowledge of the support needs of care experienced students is crucial to enabling their retention and success;
· Support strategies which take a student lifecycle approach, allow for support to be consistent from pre- to post-entry, minimise students’ fears about their future, and enable the transition to postgraduate employment or further study; and
· Extending personal support networks by facilitating relationships within the institution to create safety nets to help reduce the negative emotional impact of relationship breakdown.

[bookmark: _Int_i5e0HOfN]Research by UCL[footnoteRef:13] found four main thematic areas of concern to care experienced students:  enabling an informed choice; continuity of support; prescience and flexibility, and belonging.  It noted that: [13:  Available online at: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/widening-participation/sites/widening_participation/files/getting_it_right_for_care_experienced_students_in_higher_education.pdf    ] 

Care leavers benefit when there is good communication, inter-professional working and information sharing between local authorities’ virtual schools, personal advisors and key university personnel. With permission from young people, such communication could help ensure that a named contact coordinates an individualised package of support that is in place for when a student arrives. 


A study[footnoteRef:14] for the What Works Centre on Children’s Social Care explored the expectations of care experienced Year 9 pupils in relation to going to university and found they had significantly lower expectations of attending university than their peers.  Even those in Year 9 who thought that they would probably apply for university were much less likely to be in higher education at age 20 if they were care experienced.  This was the case even when factors such as special educational needs, history of exclusions and family benefits were considered. While it is recognised that care experienced young people often progress to HE at a later age, this research confirmed that they were less likely to have their expectations of higher education fulfilled by age 20 when compared to their peers. [14:  Available online at: https://whatworks-csc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/WWCSC_Care-experienced-Young-People-and-Higher-Education_report_May_2020_3.pdf ] 

The report also highlighted the finding that some local authorities were not giving sufficient attention to young people’s transition to university or their wellbeing while in HE and found inconsistencies between what local authorities said they would provide and the actual support given.  It concluded that there was an important role for social workers, teachers, and HE providers to ensure that care experienced young people were given every tool and opportunity to believe in themselves and succeed.  
In 2021, the Centre for Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher Education Centre (TASO) undertook a review of evidence on Supporting access and student success for learners with experience of children’s social care[footnoteRef:15].  This review assessed the evidence base on activities designed to support care experienced young people to enter higher education and concluded that few studies had robustly evaluated the impact of these initiatives.   Understanding the longitudinal impact of interventions was hindered by various factors including: working with small sample sizes; inconsistent definitions around care experience; and a lack of data linkage between local authorities, schools and higher education.    [15:  Available online at: https://cdn.taso.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Supporting-learners-with-experience-of-childrens-social-care-1.pdf ] 

The review did note, however, that: 
Early interventions that leverage close collaborations between children’s social care
services, educational providers and pastoral/social networks have been identified as areas with limited but promising evidence to support children’s social care (CSC)-experienced learners and the staff supporting them. 

4.2 Some examples of longer-term pre-entry support for care experienced young people
As discussed in Section 2 the provision for supporting CEYP into and through university is piecemeal. Many universities and other HE providers offer a range of pre-entry support options for care experienced young people including taster days; summer schools; online support; and help with UCAS applications.  Details of these are included in institutional offers on the Propel[footnoteRef:16] website, hosted by the Become charity.  There are also collaborative initiatives, often provided on a regional basis, such as the Greater Manchester Care Experienced Education Partnership and the Care Leaver Progression Partnership in Kent and Medway[footnoteRef:17].  Some collaborative activity is co-ordinated by Uni Connect partnerships[footnoteRef:18], which are funded by the OfS to provide information, advice and guidance for young people under-represented in higher education, although not all partnerships offer targeted guidance and activities for those with care experience.   [16:  https://becomecharity.org.uk/get-support/propel/ ]  [17:  https://careleaverpp.org/ ]  [18:  https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/uni-connect/ ] 

This section provides some selective examples of longer-term initiatives to support care experienced young people into higher education and may offer insights of relevance to the Head Start into Higher Education programme.
4.2.1 First Star Scholars UK
First Star Scholars UK[footnoteRef:19] is an intensive, high impact programme for children in care from Y9 – Y13.  In its standard format, this includes monthly Saturday events on campus, and an annual 4-week residential. The programme combines academic attainment raising activity, alongside activities to promote personal development, creativity, and social action. There is also a virtual/blended version of the programme where the monthly events take place online, with a 1-week residential each summer.  [19:  https://firststaruk.org/ ] 

Evaluation by First Star of the impact of the programme to date on its participants has found that:
· 32% have achieved English and Maths GCSE grade 5 compared to 7.2% for all children in care and 50% for the whole cohort (based on 2020 attainment data);
· over 50% of First Star graduates transition to HE compared to 14% of all care leavers aged 19-23; and
· no First Star graduates are NEETS (Not in Education, Employment or Training) compared to 41% of care leavers and 13% of peers nationally. 
4.2.2 Aspire2University
Aspire2University (A2U) [footnoteRef:20] at the University of Wolverhampton is a progressive programme targeting children and young people in the care system from Year 7 onwards.  A2U has been running since 2015 and works in partnership with Virtual Schools from five local authorities across the West Midlands.  The programme comprises four main strands of activity: outreach days on campus; online mentoring; enrichment activities; and additional tuition.  As at 2022, 184 young people were on the programme.  Of the first cohort, 57.5% had graduated from the programme and 99% were in positive destinations.   [20:  https://www.wlv.ac.uk/business-services/activities-for-schools-and-colleges/aspire2university/ ] 

4.2.3 North East Raising Aspirations Partnership (NERAP)
NERAP[footnoteRef:21] is a collaborative partnership of all 5 universities in the North East of England working together to provide support to young people wanting to progress to higher education.  Some of its pre-entry work particularly focuses on support for care experienced young people through its Choices Together Progressive programme which runs from Year 7-13.  This programme (which is also offered to young carers) is free and pupils can join at any point.  Participants are supported by current university students and able to attend a range of in-person and online activities and events.  Each young person has a timetable tailored to their own support needs and interests.    [21:  https://www.nerap.ac.uk/ ] 

4.2.4 MY LACES
MY LACES[footnoteRef:22] is a long-running project in Northern Ireland, focusing on children in care at primary school.  It is delivered by Ulster University in partnership with the Western Trust and local schools.  The project offers places for 10 children in years Primary 5-7 to be mentored by social work students from the university.  It aims to provide consistent educational support while also enhancing the employability of the university students involved.  The project won the 2018 Northern Ireland Social Work Learning and Development Award, and was a finalist of The Times Higher Education Award for Outstanding Contribution to the Local Community in 2017/18. [22:  https://www.ulster.ac.uk/flexible-education/community/looked-after-children ] 

4.2.5 IntoUniversity
IntoUniversity[footnoteRef:23] centres provide safe spaces in local communities for young people to learn and succeed.  They work with children from disadvantaged backgrounds from age 7 upwards, providing a mix of academic support, mentoring and aspiration-raising activities.  While this initiative is not specifically targeted at children in care, they are one of the priority groups which IntoUniversity seeks to support.  Over 60% of IntoUniversity 2023 alumni progressed to higher education, compared to 28% of students from similar backgrounds, with 17% of these progressing to a Russell Group university, compared to 9% of students from similar backgrounds nationally. [23: ] 

4.3 Conclusions from the review
[bookmark: _Hlk190605766]In conclusion, the review of literature and policy initiatives has highlighted several themes which are of relevance to the Head Start programme and will help to inform the ongoing evaluation of this initiative.  These include:
· the importance of continuity of support, which is holistic, relational, and knowledgeable of individual  needs;
· the need for accurate and consistent information, advice and guidance for young people and their advisers; 
· the challenges of evaluating initiatives with small sample sizes, inconsistency around definitions of care experience and a lack of data linkages between local authorities, schools, colleges and higher education; and, despite this
· the benefits of early interventions that leverage partnership working across schools, colleges, universities and local authorities.


5 Summative findings from WP1 - Individual interviews 
In total 13 people participated in the interviews for WP1 of the study, either in person or online. These included trustees from the ICET Board, staff from the Camden Virtual School, experts from academia, and people representing projects that currently support CEYP through secondary education and HE.  An interview schedule was sent to the participants in advance. 

Each interview was transcribed, and a thematic analysis was undertaken of the interview through NVivo, uncovering the consistent and salient themes that are relevant to the research study aims, which are explored in detail below.

5.1 Recognising and raising expectations and aspirations 
A consistent theme emanating from the interviews concerned the expectations and aspirations of CEYP, and the people in their lives, as they make the transition through secondary education and into HE and alternative pathways.  

It was identified that it is important to identify and establish the aspirations of the young person before beginning to look at meeting or raising them.  An air of caution was voiced in several interviews in predetermining these aspirations for the CEYP, and pushing the young people into HE, notwithstanding the corporate parenting policy, whereby local authorities are measured by their success on the number of the CEYP that reach HE.  Instead, it is important to work with the YP to realise their aspirations, whether they are towards HE or other career pathways. It was suggested that many will not necessarily have the inclination for HE due to dealing with challenges in their lives, or because they lack the confidence or positivity to look towards the future.

“So I did find that there was some sense of, actually, children being let down by unrealistic expectations around university because they were encouraged to have high aspirations and all the rest of it, but it wasn't really going to be realistic. (Researcher 1)

Other interviewees presented an alternative view that CEYP may already have high aspirations for themselves but these may not necessarily be matched by others involved in their lives.  In some instances it is family members, carers, teachers and social workers who have negative and low expectations of them, and often vocalise this. 

“Of hearing stories of people being stood up in front of their class in school and the teacher telling them, “Stop trying because you’ve come from a care background, you’re not going to get there.”(Researcher 3)

It was suggested that there is a constant use of deficit language which surrounds CEYP throughout their time in the education system, 

“It’s very much a case of everything seems to be just how can we bring you back up to everyone else’s level rather than how can we focus on what’s right for you. Sort of deficit language constantly.”

In addition, the people close to and supporting the CEYP, such as foster carers, may not have the educational background or experience of HE to support them. 

“So they may have aspirations/goals but they don’t believe that they can actually achieve those goals, they don’t expect that they can actually get there. And the people influencing don’t expect that they can get there” (Researcher 3)

The importance of engaging with other influential people in a CEYP’s life outside of education was also highlighted by some. These wider influencers can play an important role in shaping the narrative, using positive language to create a culture and shared message which may help to break down some the barriers faced by these young people. 

5.2 What does good provision look like? 
As the Head Start programme is in its infancy, and to some extent a unique model of supporting CEYP into HE, it was important in WP1 to gain insights from researchers and experts in the field about their understanding of what support and intervention provided by the EN and programme would best meet the needs of the CEYP. This information will inform the evaluation and the programme moving forward. 

A consistent and dominant theme was that the support needs to be consistent and relationship-based. CEYP may experience several disrupted relationships throughout their lives, with people coming in and out of their lives at different times.  Therefore, the relationship between the EN and the CEYP needs to be enduring and built over time, providing a level of continuity and stability through the relationship.  This allows for trust to be developed with a consistent person who understands them.  They do not then have to keep explaining their whole life history to yet another person, which is often the experience of CEYP and can lead to feelings of intrusion because everyone knows their background. 

“I have to say that one of the clearest things that has come out from my research is that “There are too many people in my life, and they all want to know my business. It's intrusive and I don't- What I want is one person I can rely on” (Researcher 1) 

It was suggested that the support from the EN in their relationship with the CEYP should be trauma informed, and contain both a pastoral and mentoring element:

“Building that relationship…I think a lot of the young people we’re dealing with have gone through trauma and are not very trusting individuals. So it needs a little bit of handholding and mentoring. (Service provider 1)

This raises a potential challenge for the EN in terms of the defined parameters of their role, and whether it is to purely address the educational needs of the CEYP.  If so, then there may be a gap in  providing the CEYP with emotional and pastoral support.

Another important aspect of the need for a consistent relationship between the EN and the CEYP is when the CEYP transitions into HE.  Interviewees suggested that CEYP can often feel alone as they make the transition to HE, where there is no guarantee that the CEYP will enjoy ongoing support from their foster carer or other people in their lives when they leave for HE. 

“It can fill that gap between being in care and leaving care, that’s what you need. You just need that continuity and stability in support that is… Yeah, it’s like you’ve got two chapters in your life. When you were in care and you’ve got all these people around you, wrapped up in cotton wool. Then, post-18, kind of dumped.” (Service provider 2)
  
An enduring relationship can also harness and create inner confidence in the CEYP, through their having someone in their life who believes and values them. 

“I guess it’s young people feeling like they are seen and heard and valued because, in my eyes, I think what’s the point otherwise? What’s the point in education, what’s the point of trying to get a good job or anything, if there aren’t people behind you that are valuing you”(Researcher 4)

5.3 The role of the Educational Navigator  
Similar to the previous section, participants were asked about what they envisaged the actual day to day role of the educational navigator should entail. 

Research studies have found that CEYP who have support with accessing higher education are doing so from very different care experienced backgrounds.  Factors such as the age at which they came into care, and how much educational disruption they experienced will lead them to face the same challenges from very different circumstances.  This was acknowledged by several participants during their interviews, for example: 

“One person can be fully just, “Right, I’ve had this happen, I’m going to go for it, I’m going to just make sure I can find my way out of this,” and the other person it might be just, “Everything feels like it’s pulling me back in a different direction.”(Trustee)

It was strongly advocated by interviewees that each relationship with, and approach to, a CEYP from the EN should be individual. It was important for the young person to develop a personal connection to the EN, with the result being that they would be more likely to listen to someone who they feel knows them personally, rather than professionally. Additionally, it was envisaged that the EN would need to have the skills and flexibility to develop and maintain differing relationships. 

“So it might be a slightly different relationship in each case. Some students need more emotional support, and some might just need more direction. And I think they would have to be quite versatile in working with different people, some need more time and more support.” (Trustee)

Similar to the need to recognise and support individual expectations and aspirations of the CEYP, an important theme emerging from the interviews was the need for CEYP to make individually- informed choices about their futures.  One crucial aspect in this regard would be o to make available and provide information on all options for their future, not just HE. 

“We talk about the challenges that come alongside it and we’re not trying to say this is the right course of action, this is here’s the information you need and the support you need to make that choice if it’s right for you. I think it is important to have that distinction rather than just saying, “Here’s a group of people who want to get to higher education,” because [for] some of them it might not be the right route and I think it’s really important to keep that distinction” (Service provider)

Another key theme that emerged through the interviews was the role of the EN once the CEYP enrols at an HE provider. It was suggested by a number of people that, to some extent, the EN could take a quasi-parental role:

“Then, I think the third element is about what happens when the student is actually on their course. We talk a lot about safety nets, we talk a lot about what happens when something goes wrong because, in most students’ lives, for all types of students, something will go wrong at some point. Who is there to help with that? Again, the role that might be picked up by parents in other circumstances.” (Researcher)

It was commonly understood that the EN’s role to some extent would be influenced by the support that each HE institution provides specifically for its students from a care experienced background. 

“I want the education navigator either to say that they can do work in the university as well, with the individual, keeping in touch, or that they have located the person in the university who will help. And it is the support that the universities can actually provide as well. So we want to be synergistic with support from universities. We don't want to duplicate it. Be synergistic” (Service provider).

Finally, it was suggested that a plan should be agreed between the CEYP and the EN in terms of expectations around the level of contact and intervention prior to the CEYP commencing their studies. 

“And also, you know, that education navigator will still be working with other professionals but I’d like to think that there’s some sort of plan around, “What do we do when we’re starting to get a bit worried?” Maybe you haven’t heard from them or… I think a plan beforehand and then a shift from advocating as much to a more pastoral and- “Are you getting all the support in terms of exams, do you have any support needs or support plans that need to be put in place?” I mean I was struggling, at one point, at university. I got my personal advisor to meet my academic advisor.” (Trustee)

5.4. Defining and measuring success
Defining success for CEYP in the education system may be seen as a complex and elusive notion, where there is “an absence of a clear epistemology for assessing success” (p.157 Harrison and Walker 2017). 

One issue is that educational success is reflected through ‘attainment’ (mastery at a given level) rather than ‘achievement’ (the extent to which performance matches capability). However, as discussed in Section 4.1, CEYP often struggle with attainment because of pre-care experiences, disrupted schooling and the low socio-economic status of birth families (Rees and Holding 2014; Rees and Munro 2019).  It is suggested that the success of a programme depends upon a multiplicity of factors at play in the lives of CEYP, leading to a wide gulf between current understandings of ‘success’ as a standardised and measurable product (Ball 2016).

[bookmark: _Int_fA5kbEx5]It was also identified through the interviews with researchers and people who currently support CEYP, that there is a danger of funnelling CEYP into HE and not considering individual expectations and aspirations.  This suggests a need to provide CEYP with a choice of trajectories leaving secondary education, and prompts a question about how the intervention of the Head Start programme will be measured in terms of success if the remit is seen narrowly as supporting CEYP into HE. 

The data from the interviews with the ICET Trustees highlights this, reflecting differing notions of success.   

For two of the trustees, success could be measured through the engagement of the young person; 

“I think positive engagement is quite useful on its own. We want people to engage, and they are trying.” (ICET Trustee)

“The fact that young people are showing up”. (ICET Trustee)

Whereas for another two Trustees, success could be measured through a relational lens: 

“I know it sounds a bit corny but if we’ve got one young person that comes back to the education navigator and is kind of like, “I’m doing alright, you know, I just wanted to let you know I’m doing alright.” I think that’s success”. (ICET Trustee)

[bookmark: _Int_LZf7QhQU]“if they can turn around and be like…. “They really cared about me.” Do you know what I mean?” (ICET Trustee)

For another Trustee the notion of success was measurable through the choice that the CEYP made, which could be other than HE: 

[bookmark: _Int_AzrZR2tg][bookmark: _Int_hr0Tfvn2]“it’s, “Are they still doing something that they are enjoying and actually wanting to do or…?” It’s whether they want to do it, though, because if they wanted to work at Farmfoods and they actually wanted to do that…“ (ICET Trustee)

“That’s been a debate amongst the trust for a long time really, “What are we classing as success?” I think… Because, if a young person was doing an apprenticeship and they had secured that, that would still be a success.” (ICET Trustee) 

“The Head Start is through university, through to university. However, if they go to FE college and then go on to do an NVQ or an apprenticeship or drop out and go into a trainee job… Is it still a success?” 

Other Trustees interviewed appeared to adopt an approach that was more interested in providing the CEYP with the skills and attributes to succeed in diverse settings:

“I personally don’t, at least, have a very specific idea of how far they need to have gone. I think you can get gainfully employed if you have the right attitude and you are willing to learn, and some of the skills that you’re learning, if you’re invested in that education for yourself, for part of the time, you can carry that forward.” (ICET Trustee)

“I wouldn’t say that they have to have ended with a degree for us to feel successful. I think if we can demonstrate that we want they are on a better path, and they have better future outcomes for just living their lives as productive citizens.” (ICET Trustee)

Based on our interviews, it may be helpful to identify the progression for the CEYP through to HE and obtaining a degree as a core objective for the programme, as opposed to the only measure of its success, and to seek to capture other ways in which the programme supports the development and life chances of the CEYP involved.  These might include, for example: success at KS4 and KS5, which would enable a person to progress further at a later stage; progression on to FE or an apprenticeship; as well as measures which demonstrate improved confidence and well-being.

[bookmark: _Hlk190605585]5.5 Conclusions from the interviews
In conclusion, the interview data with the ICET trustees, members of CVS and external experts produced several themes which are of relevance to the Head Start programme and will help to inform the ongoing evaluation of this initiative.  These include:
· As well as working with the CEYP to identify and fulfil their expectations and aspirations, it is important for the EN to work with the young person's carers and other support networks, to provide a consistent message around aspirations.
· Working with the CEYP about their aspirations should involve exploring all options, not just a pathway to HE.
· The support provided by the EN should be based upon individual need and adapt to the changing needs of the CEYP, as they transition through their educational journey.
· The crucial aspect of the relational nature of the role of the EN is the continuity of the support, which means that the CEYP does not have to keep telling different people about their lives. 
· The involvement of the EN must include an awareness of the stigma and barriers that the CEYP may have face, or still be facing, and how this individually impacts upon their motivations and aspirations. 
· Measuring educational success for CEYP is challenging, which calls for a wider consideration of what success may look like for the Head Start Programme, which could include pathways that don't necessarily lead to higher education. 


6. Summative findings from WP1 - Focus Groups with CEYP Head Start Project
[bookmark: _Int_bwF7ZU1i]Two focus groups were conducted on different dates with young people from the first cohort of the Head Start Programme.  Both focus groups took place in person at the Camden Council offices and were facilitated by members of the research team from Birmingham University.  It was challenging at times to engage the young people in the focus groups, and for them to contribute to the discussion. This could perhaps be as a result of the young people only meeting the researchers and each other for the first time, and also by the very nature of research, where it is not always understood from participants what is expected of them in terms of their participation and information.  It may also, though, be due to the different stages of education and ages of the cohort, and the absence among them of awareness that their individualised support from the EN is situated within a broader programme involving other CEYP.  The focus groups may themselves, however, have begun to foster relationships between the participants and sense of a cohort, which could be expanded on in future years.       

Several of the young people suggested that their motivation to go to HE was based upon personal achievement, and the security it would provide for their future lives.  It was understood that a degree did ‘open doors’ and provide further opportunities.  For others it was the fact that they would be the first person to attend university in their family. 

All of the CEYP were very positive about their current relationship with the EN, and the support that was provided.  They reported on the different tasks the EN had undertaken on their behalf and alongside them.  It was commonly accepted that the EN would be there when needed and would provide them with information around different options.  Several CEYP felt supported by the EN when there were issues with their school, including the EN attending relevant meetings.  

It was clearly apparent from the participants of both focus groups that not only did they not know each other, but there was no sense of identity as a group of young people attending the Head Start Programme. This could be because they were at different ages and stages of education, but perhaps also because the only resource in the programme is the EN, and their input is based purely upon an individualised relational nature.   From subsequent discussions with the EN and other staff at CVS, there are plans to bring the young people on the programme together at key points throughout future years.

When asked about how they would wish to inform the evaluation, participants in both focus groups were particularly supportive of providing views via an annual online survey.  Other options such as   interviews, focus group discussions and providing blogs would also be offered, with individuals deciding whether and how they would participate. 

[bookmark: _Hlk190605843]In conclusion, the focus groups identified a number of important themes for the future delivery and evaluation of this initiative.  These include:
· Positive feedback from participants for the relationship developed with and support provided by the EN, and the way in which this is responsive to their needs.
· Perception that progression to higher education would provide security and improve the participants’ future lives.
· Absence of recognition of a broader programme and being part of a cohort.  
· Support for the use of online surveys.


[bookmark: _Hlk192059152]7. Insights from data
During the course of WP1, permissions were secured from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) for the Cambridge member of the team to act as a data processor.  This means that the project will be able to use data relating to the CEYP involved in the project in secure data environments, probably at the University in Cambridge or the ONS offices in London.
Utilising Department of Education Data (Children Looked After, 2023) we were able during WP 1 to problematise and challenge the use of data within existing programme evaluations (including First Star Scholars UK and Aspire2Uni) for CEYP that report success against all students nationally, using averages for all children in care.  We also used this data to present a demographic profile of Camden’s CEYP.  This work suggests that a nuanced approach will be needed for programme evaluation, which utilises disaggregated data, as care experienced young people are not a homogenous group. 
Through an odds ratios [OR] approach, we established that Camden’s CEYP are: 8.1 x more likely to be ‘Black, African, Caribbean, or Black British’ [OR 8.1] than the national average for CEYP and 2.6 times more likely to be Asian or Asian British [OR 2.6]. They are more likely to be male [OR 1.2], over the age of 16 [OR 1.6], more likely to be ‘unaccompanied asylum-seeking children’ [OR 3.2], and to be placed in ‘secure units, children’s homes and semi-independent living accommodation’ OR 2.6] than the national average. Finally, Camden’s CEYP are most likely to be placed due to ‘absent parenting’ [OR 3.2], a ‘parental illness of disability’ [OR 2.6], and under a ‘voluntary agreement under S20 CA 1989’ [OR 2.5]. 
Given these findings, we believe that extant programme evaluations that do not consider the demography of CEYP in a holistic way have the potential to under/over-state their claims, as there is clear evidence that the race/gender/ethnicity/language/eligibility for FSM for CEYP in Camden already impacts upon their experiences, outcomes and transitions, within education. 
In addition to these findings, our data preparations in WP1 developed the context for educational reference points (and subsequent transitional benchmarks) that will be utilised in WP2.  This is crucially concerned with requesting access to individual CVS student administrative data, as explained later in this report.


8. Formative advice on programme delivery
The activities in WP1 have raised several areas that the ICET Trustees and CVS may wish to consider for the Head Start programme moving forward.  

Firstly, to consider supporting the work of the EN with a website or intranet system including details of the initiative, signposting the support available and links to other organisations and websites. This will not only cater to different CEYP support needs, aid continuity and help the role of the EN, but may help to engender a sense of a collective across the two cohorts, and a recognition that they are part of a wider programme.  If this is not considered appropriate, other ways of bringing the cohort together should be explored. 

Secondly, for the EN and each CEYP to produce an individual support plan that is agreed at the point of transition from CVS to HE, apprenticeships or other destinations. This should include what support has already been provided, future modes and timings of contact, who will initiate the contact, future objectives, and areas to be addressed in the next year. This will help to manage expectations of both parties and help with the workload of the EN as they will be able to plan their time better.  

This relates to the third issue because it would also provide an agreed record that can be transferred to a new EN, if necessary.  The issue of continuity was highlighted by the majority of the ICET Trustees.  There was a concern about what would happen if the current EN left their post, and whether the current level of support to the CEYP, and progress of the programme is purely relational, and attributable to the current personality, skills and knowledge of the current EN.  Given these concerns, it is suggested that efforts should be made to consider succession planning. 


9. Implications of WP1 findings for the conduct of WP2-5
The findings of WP1 indicate that the cohorts of CEYP have begun their engagement with the Head Start programme at different school years, and therefore at different points in their transitions from compulsory education to post-compulsory education, training or employment. Equally, as CVS staff have made clear, while the aim of the project is to support transitions into HE, participants can be expected to transition to different destinations, or to take different routes in their transition into HE than a UCAS application at the end of year 13. 
WP1 has also found that the enactment of the relational navigator role in Head Start has led to participants having a largely individualised relationship to the programme, and a more limited personal sense of themselves as part of a cohort of participants in the project. Indeed, their relationship is predominantly with the EN rather than to a programme. 
This diversity of starting points, anticipated pathways and individualised relations to the provision will all necessarily shape our approach to WP2-5. Equally, the relatively small number of participants and lack of control groups necessarily informs our evaluative aims and approach. 
We propose using WP2-5 to focus on two questions:
1. How the educational navigator works with Head Start participants to shape their transition to post-compulsory education destination
2. How Head Start participants’ post-compulsory educational outcomes compare to broader populations of CEYP.

[bookmark: _Hlk192060095]Question one (WP2 and 3) will focus on producing a rich understanding of what Head Start has provided and participants’ subjective perceptions of that provision, including whether and how it has helped them, and their sentiments regarding the provision. We will take a case study approach to answering this question. The case study will be designed to provide an account of the young person’s transition to their post-compulsory destination over the five years of provision. Each participant will be a case, and cases will provide a cumulative account of the work of the educational navigator and young people’s engagement with Head Start. This design will enable the evaluation to accommodate the individual differences of participants, their different starting points, destinations and the flexibility of educational navigator provision. 

Question two (WP 4) will be answered through accessing CVS student participant data via the Department for Education’s Unique Learner Number (ULN)/Learner Personal Record (UPR) to enable the tracking of transition, participation and attainment of students from compulsory education (Department of Education) into higher education (Higher Education Statistics Authority – ‘HESA’), and, given the small sample size, using odds ratios to compare the individual attainment and progression data of each participating CVS student to broader populations of care-experienced you people within and beyond Camden/London/England.  This work may also inform broader research on CEYP in local areas across England. 
Case studies of transition (WP 2 and 3)
Each case study will be undertaken over five years, and conceptualised as a case study of the individual’s transition to their post-compulsory education destination, specifically exploring the role of Head Start and the educational navigator in that transition. 
Each case study will comprise four elements:
i. Up to four semi-structured interviews with the participants. Interviews will be planned per case study according to the timings of the participant’s transition: in the first year of the Head Start Programme, at the point of transition to FE/HE, after the first year at FE/HE, and at the point of exit from FE/HE and the programme. 
ii. semi-structured interviews with Head Start staff and other adults identified by the young person as supporting them in their transition from school, for example foster carers, social workers, teachers, and support workers in HEIs. 
iii. an online survey administered at the end of each academic year. This will include questions about access of provision, sentiment regarding provision and a standardised measure of wellbeing. 
iv. Diaries recording participant’s experience of transition and related support provision in a variety of formats – such as images, written blogs, vlogs or audio-diaries.

Quantitative analysis of impact (WP4)
In Years 2-7, we will request access to the CVS’s HeadStart student participant data via the Department for Education’s Unique Learner Number (ULN)/Learner Personal Record (UPR), which has been utilised in schools and further education since 2008 and is now being adopted in higher education. The ULN enables the tracking of transition, participation and attainment of students from compulsory education (Department of Education) into higher education (Higher Education Statistics Authority – ‘HESA’), building up an evidentiary base of CVS participant transitional data that can be compared to ‘similarly situated’ peers in the cohort. For those aged 14-19, the school, college or learning provider can supply the ULN reference. In addition, some awarding organisations print ULN references on certificates.  
Due to the very small sample size (n15-30), there are only limited statistical tests that can be applied to the data. However, in utilising odds ratios, we will be able to compare the individual attainment and progression data of each participating CVS student to broader populations of care-experienced young people within and beyond Camden/London/England, to assess whether a participant CVS student is ‘more’ or ‘less’ likely than the reference group(s) to experience success/progression in education (as measured by relative odds).
As part of the work completed in WP1, we have identified that there is a dearth of research that attempts to examine the education trajectories of CEYP locally, regionally and nationally, utilising benchmark data as a disaggregated field. We understand, based on conversations with DfE data scientists, that there is some reluctance from the DfE to permit more granular work on CEYP due to the sensitivity of the data and sample sizes in some geographic regions. We believe, however, that there is an urgent need to pursue research and publication that speaks to this insufficiency, and as such the ICET project has potential to be a trailblazer in this field.  We will, therefore, explore further opportunities for research in this area once we have conducted the initial data preparations for WP4. 
The datapoints we will seek to explore transitionally, and explore CVS participant data in relation to, are explained below.
Academic
We will be accessing the National Pupil Database (NPD) to consider academic administrative data for Key Stage 1 (inc. phonics screening) through Key Stage 5 data (KS1-KS5) [as available]:
· KS1 Key stage 1 attainment data (KS1) - This has information on the assessment of learners (typically*) by the end of year 2 of schooling.
· Phonics Screening Test (KS1) - Phonics Screening data. This has information on the Phonics assessment of learners by the end year 1 of schooling.
· Key Stage 2 attainment data (KS2) - Key stage 2 attainment data. This has information on the assessment of learners by the end of year 6 of schooling.
· Key Stage 3 attainment data (KS3) - Key stage 3 attainment data. This has information on the assessment of learners by the end of year 9 of schooling.
· Key Stage 4 attainment data (KS4) - Key stage 4 attainment data (all methodologies). This has information on the assessment of learners by the end of year 11 of schooling.
· Key stage 5 attainment data (KS5) - information on the post-16 assessment of learners in school sixth forms and FE colleges.
Demographic 
We will also be accessing the National Pupil Database (NPD) to explore information about the students and their school:
· Age - Pupil age including date, month and year of birth and age at the start of the academic year.
· School registration details - Includes pupil enrolment and early years registration, year groups and phases, time in education, early years funding, and school and census collection information.
· Special educational needs - The type of special educational need (SEN) including the learning difficulty or disability, and SEN provision and support.
· Language - The language a pupil speaks. Includes their first language, where English is not their first language and their minor and major language group.
· Location and mobility - Pupil and school address details including local authority, output area, constituency, how far the pupil travels to school and how they get there.
· Socio-economic status - Current and previous eligibility for free school meals and income deprivation affecting children index (IDACI) rank, score and decile by postcode.
We believe that it will be necessary for CVS to share the Unique Student Identifier (USI) for each of the participants as we are unlikely to be able to identify them from within data we secure directly from the Department for Education.  This may require permissions from the CEYP themselves if they are older than 16 or from their guardians.  We propose to write to CVS with the information needed once this report has been finalised.
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