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About NNECL

► Registered charity supporting practitioners working with care experienced students.

► 98 member organisations: mainly universities & colleges plus growing number of local 
authorities, foster agencies and charities; network of local and regional groups.

► Moving on up: NNECL research report in 2017 was one of the first studies to provide an 
overall picture of care leavers in higher education.

► 2020/21: NNECL carried out a feasibility study for the Office for Students on developing a 
more consistent support offer from HE providers for care experienced students.

► New Quality Mark launched in June 2021 for universities and colleges to demonstrate their 
support for care experienced students; 32 awards to date, with more in pipeline. 

► Quality Mark recognised in the Care Review report which recommended doubling current 
participation of CEYP in HE and introduction of a mandatory kitemark.



Today’s presentation

► The importance of collaborative working to improve educational outcomes for care experienced 
young people and enable access to further and higher education

► Start by looking at some of the key challenges faced by CEYP when looking to move into higher 
education

► Move on to look at pro-active measures to provide effective support for pre-entry and 
admissions to higher education, including some insights from the Uni Connect programme; and

► Consider how the NNECL Quality Mark provides a framework to benchmark and improve 
support by universities and colleges for care experienced learners to access higher and further 
education.



UCAS report: Next Steps: What is the experience of 
students from a care background in education?

► New report exploring how 500 care experienced applicants from 2021/22 feel about the 
experience and support they received in applying to HE and their future expectations. 

► Headline findings:

► 60% had received no specific guidance about going into HE as a care experienced student

► The intersectionality of care experience with other personal characteristics such as 
disability or ethnicity presents additional challenges

► Care-experienced students’ journeys into HE are often longer and non-linear

► Applicants from a care background are more motivated by career prospects

► HE choices are strongly influenced by applicants’ individual support needs

https://www.ucas.com/next-steps-what-experience-students-care-background-education?hash=aZKGPUscln70ypzKB0QE-1YObNszyE2iNz_xQjoVbSM


The guidance challenge

► Three in five applicants had received no guidance specific to going to HE with a care 
background.

► The people who support care-experienced students may not always have the most up-to-
date knowledge or experience of what is available:

► In schools, the form tutor was cited as most likely person to go to for support (49%)

► 50% had spoken to Personal Advisers; areas where applicants felt more support was 
needed included understanding about managing mental health and well-being in HE.

► Only 23% of respondents were always open about their care background.

► Lots of resources are available from HE, but the challenge is to make more CEYP and their 
advisers aware of these.



Intersectionality

► Compared to other applicants:

► More likely to share a disability or a mental health condition 

► More likely to be from a minority ethnic group

► More likely to be female

► More likely to share an LGBT+ identity

► More likely to be a mature (21+) applicant

► Less likely to come from a socio-economically advantaged background 



The longer, winding road…

► Less likely to enter HE straight from school 

► More likely to apply when they are 21 or above – beyond the point at 
which they receive support from their Personal Adviser or school. 

► 82% apply before their statutory support from the local authority ends 
when they turn 26 but

► 18% apply after this point, meaning they are ineligible for local authority 
support or the care leaver bursary.



Choices

► Care experienced applicants place

► more value on career prospects, finances and independence,

► Less value on meeting new people, experiencing university 
life, and having fun – although they are looking forward to 
these aspects too.

► Strong preference for health and social care, nursing and 
midwifery options.



HE landscape for care experienced learners

► Many universities and colleges offer additional support and advice for care 
experienced applicants and students, but still more work to do.

► Office for Students (OfS) currently requires institutions to include care leavers in 
Access and Participation Plans: due to small cohort sizes, few institutions set specific 
targets.

► OfS policy shift: moving away from aspiration to longer-term partnership working with 
schools to raise attainment; moving towards a more risk-based institutional approach to 
access and participation, which could present new challenges in improving access further for 
care experienced students across the HE sector.

► The Propel website provides details of many universities’ and colleges’ support 
offers (https://www.becomecharity.org.uk/for-professionals/propel/)

https://www.becomecharity.org.uk/for-professionals/propel/


Examples of HE outreach activities

► Events/activities with virtual schools setting out post-16 options for a range of ages from year 6 upwards.

► CPD for key influencers of care experienced young people (including foster carers, staff in children’s 
homes and leaving care advisers). 

► Study skills videos and online workbooks.

► Summer schools and some longer-term, intensive support projects to raise attainment.

► Mentoring by care experienced student ambassadors.

► Promotional materials detailing the support for care experienced learners across all institutions within a 
local or regional area.

► Some established networks of higher education providers, local authorities, and virtual schools work 
collaboratively to deliver these kinds of activities (e.g. Greater Manchester; and Care Leaver Progression 
Partnership, Kent & Medway).  



Role of Uni Connect

► Funded by the Office for Students.

► 29 partnerships of universities, colleges and other local partners (including 
local authorities, schools, virtual schools) to offer activities, advice and 
information on the benefits and realities of going to university or college.

► Supporting social mobility goals to increase the number of young people 
from underrepresented groups going into higher education.

► Largely place-based, with focus on local areas where higher education 
participation is lower than might be expected.



Uni Connect & care experienced young people

► Some Uni Connect partnerships have provided targeted and bespoke 
activities for CEYP, but not all.

► Evaluation findings for the programme have highlighted:

► CEYP and some other priority groups not being fully reached via place-based support 

► Expanding engagement to include voluntary and community sector organisations offered 
different perspectives and insights into the challenges and barriers faced by CEYP.

► In some cases, local authority data has been used to target and engage with underrepresented 
groups, including CEYP. 

► Similar range of activities being offered to CEYP, but in a more targeted and bespoke way.



Conclusions from one Uni Connect project at 
Sussex Learning Network

► Treat young people as individuals; their views and preferences should be listened to by all involved in 
their care.

► Support young people to believe in themselves, and to have the aspiration and confidence to apply to 
university.

► Personal advisors have a significant role to play in supporting children in care/care leavers who are 
considering/transitioning into higher education:

► PAs should have time to visit care leavers wherever they are studying; 

► Ideally, there should be continuity of PAs, so care leavers remain with the same PA where the 
relationship is working well.

► Importance of accessible information for CEYP and their key influencers about the financial and other 
support available for care-experienced students. 



NNECL Quality Mark: 
Content & criteria

• Launched in June 2021 after successful 
pilot initiatives

• 7 areas, covering whole student 
lifecycle plus culture/leadership, 
collaboration and ongoing evaluation

• Proportionate & contextualised, 
reflecting diversity of institutions across 
HE/FE and the different policy contexts 
across the UK

• Awarded for 3 years with mid-point 
review of action plan

Continuous
improvement

Culture & 
leadership

Pre-entry

Admissions
process

Student 

well-being

Student 
success

Collaboration
& partnership



Pre-entry Quality Mark Findings

► All/most institutions

► Named contact or team

► A range of outreach activities, some specific to Care Experienced 
Students (CES) and others part of broader widening participation 
(WP) work

► Some regional or local collaboration (sometimes via Uni Connect 
or other local/regional networks)

► Some institutions

► Dedicated team supporting CES throughout student lifecycle 
from outreach to graduation

► Some more intensive outreach activities delivered over several 
weeks or months

► Dedicated transition support working with feeder schools, local 
authorities (LAs) etc.

Quality Mark Criteria

Designated support person (or team) 
in place and  on the institution’s 
webpage 

Pre-entry guidance on study, 
financial advice and support services

Outreach activities and information 

Examples of tailored communications 
to support transition



Admissions Quality Mark Findings

► All/most institutions

► Encouraging applicants to tick the UCAS box

► Admissions policy included reference to under-represented groups

► Taking a rounded view of applicants

► Follow-up communications with care experienced applicants

► Offered some support to those not meeting their offer grades. 

► Some institutions

► Specific admissions policy/section relating to Care Experienced 
Students (CES)

► Contextual offers, typically one or two grades lower
&/or Accreditation of Prior Learning/Work

► Offered more extensive support to those not achieving offers either 
to own courses or other providers

► Dedicated contact(s) available to speak to during Clearing

Quality Mark Criteria

Admissions process takes account of 
the needs of CES and the barriers 
they may have faced

Support to complete the application 
process (personal statements, CV 
etc.)

Communications & support for CE 
applicants who do not achieve their 
admissions offer



Collaboration & 
Partnerships

Quality Mark Findings

► All/most institutions

► Involved in a range of local and regional partnerships/initiatives 
(some via Uni Connect and other established networks)

► Had, or established, a cross-institution group to work on the Quality 
Mark, ensuring a whole institution approach (some including 
students and academics as well as professional staff)

► Some institutions

► Provide training for foster carers, local authority (LA) staff

► Have strategic relationships with national organisations working to 
support care experienced people

Quality Mark Criteria

Evidence of effective links and 
collaborative activities with external 
partners

Collaborative outreach/WP; 
school/college partnership 
agreements

Evidence of internal collaboration –
joined-up, whole institution approach 
– relevant working groups, 
committees etc.



Conclusions

► Importance of engaging in collaborative, joined-up and longer-term work involving 
virtual schools, mainstream schools, local authorities, charities, colleges and 
universities.

► Focus on building resilience and embedding more personalised and differentiated 
understandings of CEYP’s aspirations and capabilities.

► Recognise the aspirations of CEYP and raise expectations of key influencers for this 
group of young people.

► For HE providers, offer more flexible/alternative routes into HE for more mature 
entrants who may not have achieved highly at KS4 and beyond.



Further information/research

► Further information: www.nnecl.org or contact us: info@nnecl.org

► NNECL feasibility study and OfS Insight Brief

► Propel website, hosted by Become

► Some recent research reports:

► Pathways to University from Care

► What factors affect access, retention & graduate outcomes for students with a background of care or family 

estrangement?

► Getting it right for care experienced students in higher education

► What works: Care experienced young people and higher education

► Thank you

http://www.nnecl.org/
mailto:info@nnecl.org
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/supporting-care-experienced-students-in-english-higher-education/
https://www.becomecharity.org.uk/for-professionals/propel/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1QFi6E3LtvQR6pfYL9KNwoJecmn4A-k9v/view
http://www.education.ox.ac.uk/research/what-factors-affect-access-retention-and-graduate-outcomes-for-students-with-a-background-of-care-or-family-estrangement/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/widening-participation/sites/widening-participation/files/getting_it_right_for_care_experienced_students_in_higher_education.pdf
https://whatworks-csc.org.uk/research-report/care-experienced-young-people-and-higher-education/

