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Creating a pathway to success

The following case study was published in January 2023. Any identifying
features of the children and young people referred to in this case study
have been changed to protect their identities.

Context

Moving from secondary education into further study or the world of work
is a significant life event and transition for most people, and this is no less
true for children and young people with care experience. Scottish
Government data and statistics indicate that people who are ‘looked
after’! in Scotland leave school, on average, at an earlier age and stage?
than non-‘looked after’ children and do not move into further and higher
education at the same rate as all school leavers.3 The annual participation
measure?* also points towards a gap in the number of care experienced
people ‘sustaining positive destinations,’”; that is moving into training,
work or study. There is a growing body of research® that is helping
everyone who supports care experienced learners to better understand
the importance and impact of ensuring that care experienced people are
well supported during their transition from secondary education and onto
further and higher education. These studies are also showing that, with
the right scaffolding and support into further and higher education, care
experienced learners can have similar or better educational and
employment outcomes to other students.”

Scottish Borders Council (SBC) is a predominantly rural local authority in
the southeast of Scotland. It is bordered by six Scottish and two English
local authorities. It has almost 300 care experienced learners and nine
secondary schools spread over a large geographical area of almost two
thousand square miles. This case study describes how Scott Watson, the
Virtual School Head Teacher (VSHT) in SBC, worked alongside local
partners to collect and use data and statistics in a different way to better
understand the learning journey of care experienced children and young
people. As a result, Scott was able to develop and adjust services to
improve educational outcomes, experiences and post school destinations
for care experienced learners living in the Scottish Borders.



https://www.celcis.org/our-work/key-areas/education/virtual-school-head-teachers/
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What were the circumstances?
‘Post-school’ transition planning meetings are a feature of most

education settings in Scotland. These meetings routinely plan for learners’
careers and aspirations after leaving school and involve a range of
partners including colleges, Developing The Young Workforce Scotland
(DYW), Skills Development Scotland (SDS), relevant local authority
services and third sector organisations. These meetings provide
touchpoints for practitioners to listen to young people and provide the
support they need to progress towards their career aspirations and
ambitions.

In SBC these were called ‘sixteen plus’ meetings. SBC held these
meetings for all learners, but they were more frequent for learners who
required additional support in their transition on from secondary
education, including young people with care experience. Whilst meetings
were convened regularly and changes were made to learners’ plans, there
were no formal ‘outputs’. This could make it difficult to get a real time
understanding of learners’ strengths and difficulties.

There was some central coordination but no clear process for tracking and
monitoring the data and statistics that helped understand both the
journey of individual children and young people, and groups of learners
through their education journey. This meant that it was hardto build a
picture of the difference these meetings were making on progress in the
moment and on learners’ future journeys and destinations.

What did the VSHT do?

Scott began by building upon work started by colleagues before he came
into post. He worked with staff in education settings across SBC to embed
changes in the timing of transition meetings so that they were held from
the age of fourteen rather than sixteen. Earlier planning enabled better
opportunities for those involved in supporting care experienced learners
to have a deeper understanding of the young person. It also encouraged
conversations with and for young people that prepared them for the next
part of their learning journey rather than the ‘end’ of school.

Secondly, Scott identified a more strategic way to collect and use
information and data collected about care experienced learners to
understand their experiences. He described the changes he made as
‘using existing systems and resources differently, rather than doing
anything new’. He started by working alongside partners to co-construct
and redesign the process and paperwork used in planning meetings. He


https://www.dyw.scot/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/
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created a form that could be used to capture key information such as
learners’ aspirations, strengths, engagement, and attendance. He used
this information alongside learners’ own thoughts and views to identify
support that may be needed in the moment, or in the future, and get a
sense of how urgently this support was required.

The final change that Scott made was the introduction of regular monthly
meetings with staff at Borders College. Given that 75% of care
experienced school leavers in SBC go on to study and train there, it was
helpful for learners that links should be strengthened and formalised.
Monthly meetings were set up between Scott and staff at the college to
consider the needs of each care experienced learner and understand their
attendance, attainment, and learner engagement. Where appropriate,
these meetings led to proactive support being offered, for example
making referrals to specific individuals and agencies that can help young
people with any challenges they are facing. As financial support can be a
key factor in ensuring care experienced learners are able to sustain their
place at college or university, Scott acts as a key link in this area, liaising
between learners and agencies to ensure timely access to funding such as
the Care Experienced Bursary.

What difference did we make?

Scott received a 100% return from secondary education settings to the
new process of collecting information on children and young people’s
plans and their progression. This has helped him to create a clear and real
time understanding of the needs of the learners that he is responsible for
supporting. By introducing relatively small changes he has created a
process that enables him to have an overview of how his learners are
progressing as they transition on from secondary education.

Regular focused meetings with education staff and staff at the Borders
College gives him a snapshot into the detail of children and young
people’s every day educational experiences. He describes this as a way of
‘knowing’ the learners he is responsible for when it would not be possible
to personally meet, see or work with all of them in the same way as a
teacher who is based in the same setting as the learner.

Scott has also used the data he has collected to better understand trends
and inform strategic planning and support for learners. He was able to
identify a dip in the number of care experienced young people who were
participating in a positive destination after leaving school, from 71% three
months after leaving school to 63% nine months after leaving school.
With focused and bespoke support provided to learners, this increased to
83% of care experienced learners in training, study, or work by the end of
the year. The data, coupled with Scott’s knowledge of every young person


https://www.borderscollege.ac.uk/
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/care-experience-governance-group/Care-Experienced_Students_Bursary_in_Further_Education_info_sheet.pdf
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that these statistics represent, allowed for timely and bespoke supportive
actions to be put in place.

As a result of this increased help, a number of schools in SBC now
routinely check in with their care experienced young people a year after
they have left school. This adds an additional layer of support to the post
school system and demonstrates to young people that there are adults
they know who continue to care for them and who they can turn to for
guidance and advice.

Data analysis also highlighted a gap and an opportunity to enhance the
offer available to care experienced learners once they were attending the
college. Borders College had an existing programme which provided
mentoring for learners over the age of sixteen who needed additional
guidance and support. Scott and staff at the college were able to identify
a group of care experienced learners who had left school before they were
sixteen and who were attending college but were not eligible for this
programme due to their age. Scott was able to use funding from the Care
Experienced Children and Young People’s Fund to extend this mentoring
programme to younger care experienced learners. Using data alongside
relationships forged with staff at the college has provided an opportunity
to be more responsive to a larger group of care experienced learners both
in the moment and in the future. An additional group of six learners are
being supported through this funding and meet regularly with a mentor.
In total nineteen young people with care experience are discussed at
monthly meetings with a view to timely support being provided should
they need it.

Implications for practice

Care experienced learners follow a variety of diverse pathways into
education, training and employment.8210 The need for high quality support
for them as they move into adulthood is a consistent theme in the
research literature'!!? and there can be a stark difference between how
what is on offer translates into practice.!® Having a strong universal
pathway from both secondary and further education settings is one
example of care proofing the ‘system’ to promote a seamless transition
into the world of work. The relationships between services are critical to
the success of partnership working alongside credible and trusting
relationships between professionals.141>

The Promise is clear in its ambition. Data should be used in a way that
makes meaningful change for care experienced people and schools have a
crucial role to play in ensuring care experienced learners move onto
genuinely positive destinations. By using data alongside the views,
thoughts and feelings of young people, Scott and his colleagues were able


https://www.gov.scot/publications/care-experienced-children-and-young-people-fund-operational-guidance/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/care-experienced-children-and-young-people-fund-operational-guidance/
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to quickly adapt and adjust services to provide support to learners in a
way that was helpful to them at a time when they needed it most. This
case study exemplifies how the role of VSHTs can act as a catalyst in
forming relationships between different agencies and services, bringing to
live the statutory duty of Corporate Parents!® to collaborate where
appropriate ‘to promote and safeguard the wellbeing of children and
young people’. By putting in place tangible ways of working together and
utilising the data and statistics available, these relationships can help
improve the educational experiences of care experienced learners and
ensure they go on to pursue the work, training and studying they wish to
when they move on from secondary education.
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