
The Quality Protects initiative measures educational progress positively by

attainment (National Curriculum, gcses and gnvqs) and negatively by 

school exclusions and truancies. The performance indicators and targets are

the National Curriculum tests, sats, gcse and gnvq results, unauthorised

absences from school and permanent school exclusions. Comparisons are

made between children in need, children looked after and the whole

population of children in a local authority.

t h e  p op u l at i o n
The sub-objectives refer to a rather uncertainly defined umbrella population

of children in need, from which the following overlapping categories are

drawn: 

• children looked after 

• children out of school, including those formally or informally excluded,

truants and  persistent non-attenders

• children with special education needs (sen), some of whom have

statements of special needs. This heterogeneous group includes many of

those who are registered disabled and those who have been assessed as

having emotional and behavioural disorders (ebd). 

This briefing relates mainly to the first two categories.

p o o r  e du c at i o n al  at tai n me n t
The National Child Development Study showed that in 1981 43% of care

leavers had no qualifications compared with 16% for matched non-care

school leavers. More recent studies have indicated this to be an optimistic

estimate, some suggesting that as few as 25% of care leavers gain only one

GCSE. Around 40% of care leavers are likely to be without employment.

There are some obvious reasons for the low level of educational

performance. Children will often have had educational problems before

reaching public care. They need extra support to be able to compensate for

early disadvantage, but it is often made worse by what they experience

subsequently. Some of the factors that must be reckoned with are:

• difficulty in obtaining school places for children in public care as a result

of the admission procedures or stigmatization

• low expectations by teachers and the low priority given to education by

many social workers and residential care staff

• the mistaken assumption that most or all looked after children have a

learning difficulty

• lack of continuity in care from families and social workers. Frequent

placement moves can result in unsettled schooling and difficulties in

sustaining relationships with peers and adults. Broken schooling and

periods out of school can result in poor motivation and continuing poor

attendance. 

The educational pe r fo r m a n ce of ch i l d ren 
in need and ch i l d ren loo ked afte r1
The majority of looked after children do not have special 

needs; they are capable of normal levels of achievement.

q u a l i t y  p r o t e c t s  r e s e a r c h  b r i e f i n g s



Research on young people’s perspectives about their education whilst in

public care is in short supply, but the experience of disrupted education

caused by frequent placement moves is commonly reported.  

The focus on the poor individual performance of children in need was

given a fresh perspective by the 1995 ofsted/ssi joint inspection which

emphasised how agencies were failing to work together to secure children’s

entitlement to education and their inclusion in mainstream practice. In

particular it highlighted:

• the low priority given to education by professionals working with looked

after children, with no single carer taking responsibility 

• a lack of co-ordination between agencies, compounded by different

obligations and priorities 

• negligible training on the specific education issues 

• inadequate communication and information management, and the

absence of a tradition of data collection and analysis. 

c h il d r e n  o u t  o f  s ch o o l
Although national targets have been set to reduce the number of school

exclusions by one third before the year 2002, the scale of the problem is

hard to quantify. Statistics on children permanently excluded represent only

a proportion of exclusions, but over recent years numbers appear to have

been rising consistently, especially among younger pupils. Social

disadvantage is a common theme; children in public care, travellers, young

carers and children with SEN, African Caribbean pupils and boys are

particularly at risk. 

It has been estimated that up to 30% of children in public care are out of

mainstream education at any moment, whether through exclusion or

truancy. The situation is far worse in residential care where non-attendance

is often the norm. Frequent placement breakdown will add to this risk.

The longer a young person is out of school, the harder it is for him or her

to reintegrate. Separate on-site support units have yet to have much positive

impact on exclusion or suspension figures though school-based social

workers or education welfare officers have been shown to be effective. Being

out of school has other undesirable short and longer term consequences,

with increased cost to society. For example:

• the majority of young people excluded from school fail to complete their

schooling; excluded pupils have been estimated to receive, on average,

less than 10% of full-time schooling 

• truants are more likely to leave school with few or no qualifications. The

latest youth cohort study (1998) showed that 31% of truants reported

having no GCSEs compared with 4% of non-truants 

• being out of school is a contributory factor to family breakdown, insecure

employment and increased involvement in crime.

Maintaining children in school is therefore of critical importance to

everyone.



w h at  e d u c at i o n  c a n  do

• If a co r po ra te pa rent can support the education of the ch i l d ren they loo k

a f te r, they are providing them with one of the most reliable means of

e s c a pe from disadva n t a ge .

• Re s ea r ch shows the impo r t a n ce of educational attainment to all aspects of

adult life - to health as much as career oppo r tunities and income levels. 

• Educational ach i evement makes the public care ex pe r i e n ce more bea ra b l e

as well as leading to be t ter career pros pects. 

• I n vo lvement in sch ool life can provide much more than educational

q u a l i fications: it can co n t r i b u te to co n fi d e n ce, sel f-e s teem, and the

d evelopment of life- s k i lls, thereby promoting a re s i l i e n ce to cushion yo u n g

people against the effects of adve r s i t y.  

r e s p o n s i b il i t i es  
Local authorities are required to establish a base-line of data and to seek

improvements on the educational performance of children in need,

especially those looked after. Schools routinely collect performance data

and are now required to identify children looked after. Better data may

strengthen the case for helping vulnerable children and forge closer links

between the agencies which collect and analyse the information. 

It is useful to understand the climate for inter-agency work. Local

education authorities work in the context of a package of Government

policies, such as Excellence in Cities, Sure Start, Education Action Zones

and Healthy Schools Schemes which are intended to overcome social

exclusion and disadvantage. A duty to respond to the educational needs of

looked after children is placed on them by the School Standards and

Framework Act, 1998. From 2002, leas must ensure that all excluded

pupils receive suitable full-time education. 

School responsibilities include the formulation of behaviour support

policies, pastoral support programmes, personal education plans, school

exclusion policies and study support programmes. They must identify looked

after children and are advised to assign a teacher to oversee their needs. 

For s s ds, the context is established through Quality Protects Management

Action Plans and Children’s Service Plans which must indicate how a local

authority plans to improve the life chances of looked after children.

There is also encouragement for ssds, leas and schools to work

together, since Children’s Service Plans and Education Development Plans

required by different agencies are complementary in their approach. Both

the Children Act 1989 and the Education Act 1996 emphasise the need for

joint working.

The Government has provided recent guidance instructing ssds and

leas to collaborate in meeting educational targets. It deals with looked

after children, guidance on school inclusion, truancy and school exclusion.

New DH/DfEE guidance (April/May 2000) on the education of looked after

children now requires the following from local authorities:

• the development of personal education plans for each child

• a protocol for collecting and sharing relevant information on children in

public care between agencies

• ensuring education placements are always made at the same time as care

placements

• a maximum time out of education of 20 school days whilst care

placements are being made. 



a  p re v e nt i ve  a pp ro ac h
Much of the research has identified problems and sought solutions through

better and more consistent inter-agency co-operation or area-based

initiatives at the whole school level. These approaches avoid the stigma

associated with individuals. The whole school approach can be augmented

by activity at the level of individual children’s needs in school or even pre-

school.

Such interventions have been evaluated in the United States but not in

Britain; if they are to be replicated successfully, the original conditions and

the critical ingredients need to be translated. They include: 

• Programmes such as ‘Headstart’ and ‘High/Scope Perry preschool

programme’ for the pre-school years which have shown gains in cognitive

ability, self-esteem, educational achievement, motivation and social

behaviour.  They may particularly help the most disadvantaged, are cost-

effective and associated with better results at school and later. However,

the benefits may take years to show.

• Sure Start is a uk national programme which aims to replicate American

initiatives in the most disadvantaged areas. It collaborates with parents

and children to promote the physical, intellectual and social development

of pre-school children.

s pe c i f i c  ‘at  ri sk’  g r o up s
lo o ke d  af t e r  ch il d re n
There are many case studies of initiatives to improve the educational attain-

ment of children in public care but, again, a shortage of reliable evaluation.

However, research indicates that certain factors are crucial to the education-

al success of young people in or leaving care, just as they are to any other

young person:

• stability and continuity in care (QP has set targets to pro m o te these) 

• l earning to read ea r ly (be fo re the age of 8) and fluently

• h aving a pa rent or carer who values education and sees it as a ro u te to a

g ood life

• h aving friends outside care who do well at sch oo l

• d eveloping out of sch ool inte rests and hobbies

• meeting a significant adult who offers co n s i s tent enco u ra gement as a

m e n to r, role mod el or ch a m p i o n .

c h il d r e n  o u t  o f  s ch o o l
A number of factors that contribute to the risk of school exclusion will

always rest with the child and family, but schools and how they manage

behaviour policies are an important influence. Social services departments

are becoming increasingly involved and are extending their brief to include

in-school preventive work. There is little evidence that exclusion is the most

effective way to deal with disaffection and it is therefore important that

resources are targeted to support schools, families and other services to

prevent exclusion and maintain children in school. There are many

examples of local practice that aim to do this. 



• S ch ools can cut tru a n cy by acting quick ly and co n s i s te n t ly and always

contacting pa rents immediately ch i l d ren are re po r ted absent. Discipline and

be h aviour policies are most likely to be effec t i ve if they are enfo r ce d

t h rough cl ear rules, rewards and ince n t i ves rather than fo cusing on

p u n i s h m e n t. 

• Me n toring and be friending schemes that aim to build sel f-e s teem and hel p

m o t i va te ch i l d ren are most successful when they match the ethnic

ba ckg round, gender and community of origin. 

• S ch oo l- based prog rammes can lessen anxiety and increase the ability of

ch i l d ren to deal with emotional co n f l i c t. Peer led life skills prog ra m m e s

h ave been shown to improve sch ool atte n d a n ce and re d u ce pro b l e m

be h av i o u r, espec i a lly among adolescents. 

• Pa rent education prog rammes can also remedy be h aviour problems in

young ch i l d ren, espec i a lly when they include a be h av i o u ra l / cog n i t i ve

co m po n e n t.

• A national network of homework clubs, study support ce n t res and summer

s ch ools has been established to complement the mainstream. They aim to

p ro m o te learning methods which appeal to the spec i fic needs of

d e m o t i va ted pupils. 

w h at  c a n  b e  d o n e
There is much evidence to show that the educational experience of children

in need can be improved, but relatively little on whether this advance

significantly improves educational attainment. Studies that track changes

over time are rare. Too often, programmes are adapted piecemeal from one

locality to another, when effective replication requires a good conceptual

grasp of the original programme and of how essential elements can be

transferred. However, some clear principles and practices emerge that front-

line staff and managers should consider.

s i m pl e  t h i n g s  f ro n t- l i n e  w o r k e r s  c a n  t r y

• Remember that, left unattended, a looked after ch i l d ’s ch a n ces of

educational success are lower than all other ch i l d re n’s - your actions co u n t. 

• B uy a book for a ch i l d every few weeks - help him or her to make a collection.

• I n vo lve eve r yone who can hel p - the ch i l d ’s care r, form tu t o r, mentor, a

fa m i ly friend - don’t think you have to do it alone.

• Alert yo u r s el f to what is available for the child at school - subject ch oi ce s ,

ex t ra cu r r i cular activities like sport or music, school outings - and help him

or her to take adva n t a g e .

• Mark signs of succe s s in tests, in exams, in commendations, in ex t ra

cu r r i cular activity: pay for an outing, take photos, get your agency to hold an

annual awards ce re m o n y, give a pre s e n t .

• H elp with homework: d i s cuss it, create the right atmos p h e re, make sure the

s tudy planner is signed.

• E n co u ra ge effo r t: ask if the school gives effort gra d e s .

• Imagine yo u r s elf as the pa re n t - what would you do to promote your ch i l d ’s

e n j oyment and ach i evement in sch o o l ?



m o r e  s i mp l e  t h i n g s  f r o n t- l i n e  w o r ke r s  c a n  t ry

• Li s ten to the ch i l d ’s half of the story - show that he or she can ch ew over a

n ext move with someone who’s on their side.

• Go to a pa rents’ evening: decide with the child who to see, enco u rage him or

her to get the appointments, talk befo rehand and afterwa r d s .

• Read all re ports on your ch i l d ’s pro g ress in the yea r, in their s ats, in their g cse

or a- l evel mocks, on the effort grades they have been given - and discuss them

with the ch i l d .

• Find out who are the key people in your ch i l d ’s sch ooling - their tu t o r, their

subject tea chers, their Key Stage principal. 

an age n da for lo c al education authorities and so c i al se rv i ces

• Gain political suppo r t

Political ownership and leadership are essential for achieving policy change

within local government (ie Councillors) and schools (ie Governors). Make

education of children in need a priority issue.

• I n t rod u ce mea s u res at all level s

Individual projects may not be effective unless they are part of a strategy to

promote the education, including higher education, of looked after children.

Measures need to embrace policy and action at the level of the individual child,

while taking account of their ethnic and cultural background. Financial backing

will be required as indicated in the Children Act guidance.

• E n s u re inte r- a ge n cy suppo r t / j oint working be t ween l eas, ss ds and sch oo l s

Develop an integrated approach to service provision with close collaboration

between agencies and  a clear understanding of respective roles and

responsibilities for vulnerable children. Children’s Service Plans and Personal

Education Plans provide an opportunity to plan and review services regularly.

• Link leisure, cu l tu re and education

Ensure that looked after children have access to local cultural and leisure

facilities, including art and sport. Life chances can be improved by developing

skills and self esteem through these activities .

• Fo cus on prevention 

Broaden interventions beyond children in public care to include pre-school

programmes that target those at risk at younger ages or that aim to maintain

vulnerable children in schools. This may prove to be the most cost effective

approach in the long-term.

• Maximise stability and continuity 

School can provide one element of stability, continuity and belonging in an

otherwise disrupted life. Make sure that education placements are secured at

the same time as care placements. Provide local placements wherever possible

to reduce disruption to the child. If this is not possible consider enabling the

child to travel to his or her existing school.

• Assign re s ponsibility 

Ensure that there is a named person at senior level in the local authority with

responsibility for establishing and enforcing joint policies, procedures and

protocols on the education of children in public care and for maintaining

children in schools. Likewise, make education a priority as a corporate parent

by ensuring there is a designated person (eg a mentor) who takes a consistent



interest in a child’s progress. This person might be a school worker, social

worker, education support worker or independent visitor. The continued

involvement of families in their children’s progress should be encouraged.

• Consider the educational ba ckg round of fos ter carers 

Over two thirds of children looked after away from home are in family foster

care: in selecting foster carers, ssds have traditionally put greater emphasis on

carers’ ability to provide emotional rather than educational support.

Educational support should be made an explicit part of a carer’s role and the

necessary training and support provided. Young people’s need for study space

should be acknowledged. 

• Provide a stable base through secondary education

Residential units and foster carers should be expected to provide a home at

least up to 18 or until the young person has completed secondary education.

The practice of moving children to independent living facilities at 16 may be

highly damaging to their education.

• Gather reliable data to inform and ch a ll e n ge po l i cy and pra c t i ce 

Whether to improve performance of looked after children or reduce school

exclusions, the establishment of baseline data and coherent monitoring

systems between schools, leas and ssds will help inform the development of

inter-agency strategies. 

• Consult young people and and their families 

Seek the views of parents and children at every stage and at every level. The QP

initiative requires that local authorities listen to the views of young people and

their families to help plan and deliver services. 

• I m p rove training 

Raise the awareness of education and social care staff about the respective

responsibilities, priorities and workings of different agencies, the experiences

of service users, and effective interventions.

s ch o ol s
Many schools already use a variety of approaches to tackle issues that may

help children in need, eg policies to counter discrimination and bullying,

involve children in the running and management of schools, provide specialist

support and training for behaviour management. Schools also need to recog-

nise a special obligation to support looked after children, using an approach

which acknowledges the particular difficulties they have had to face.

• D e s i g n a te a nominated member of staff to have responsibility for the needs of

ch i l d ren in public care and to promote school inclusion (eg to draw up

Pe r sonal Education Plans, attend ss d meetings; rev i ew Ca re Plans; liaise with

the ss d and l ea; promote good working relationships with foster care r s ,

mentor or natu ral parents; ensure access to ex t ra - cu r r i cular activities and

facilities, such as study support opportu n i t i e s ) .

• Provide continuity of educational records in the case of tra n s fer to another

s ch o o l .

• Build pos i t i ve home- s ch ool relations b e t ween parents and carers with re g u l a r

o p p o r tunities for dialogue.

• E n co u ra ge loo ked after ch i l d ren to continue to further or higher education.

k ey  r e s o ur c es
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