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SUMMARY OF THESIS

This research is concerned with investigating literacy development in the foster 
placement and the role and contribution of the foster carer in that development. 
Historical research shows the family (and that includes the foster family), as 
providing the literacy foundations for future academic success in school. Many 
studies have shown that Looked After children fare poorly in mainstream education, 
so our understanding of the literacy practices within the foster placement needs now 
to be advanced. This investigation presents the findings of a survey and structured and 
unstructured interviews, which were identified as the most appropriate methodologies 
to fulfil the research objectives. The questionnaire design elicited the degree of 
literacy awareness and activity in the foster placement, followed by interview 
schedules that allowed deeper meanings to be assigned to the more measured survey 
results. As the research area is a newly developing field a grounded theory approach 
was employed.

The results of this research offer indications that literacy development within the 
foster placement is taking place, and explanations are offered about the way foster 
carers are instrumental in equipping Looked After children with ‘literacy life skills’. 
Foster carers do feel a responsibility towards developing literacy in the home and 
provide a range of literacy-based opportunities, yet a more thorough, appropriate 
training would raise a heightened awareness in foster carers of what more they could 
do to utilise more fully the materials they provide, and at the same time, develop their 
own literacy needs and confidence in supporting literacy development in the foster 
placement. Institutional weaknesses also prevent further development in this area. The 
implications of this research mean that developing literacy in foster placement will 
only become common practice when the pivotal role of the foster carers in raising 
educational achievement (both for themselves and their Looked After children) is 
acknowledged by all, when resources to make it possible are in place, and when foster 
carers are suitably trained.
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ABREVTATIONS AND DEFINITIONS

ABAA: Association of British Adoption Agencies.

ADSS: Association of Directors of Social Services.

AGM: Annual General Meeting.

ALBSU: Adult Basic Skills Unit.

CAMHS: Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services. 

DfES: Department for Education and Skills.

DoH: Department of Health.

EBD: Emotional Behavioural Disorders.

ESRC: Economic and Social Research Council.

FE: Further Education.

GCSE: General Certificate of Secondary Education. 

GNVQ: General National Vocational Qualification.

HIV: Human Immunodeficiency Virus.

IFA: Independent Fostering Agency.

IOD: Institute of Directors.

IQ: Intelligence Quotient.

LA: Local Authority.

LAC: Looked After Children.

LEA: Local Education Authority.

LGA: Local Government Act.

MSc: Master of Science.

NCB: National Children’s Bureau.

NFER: National Foundation for Educational Research. 

NIACE: National Institute of Adult Continuing Education. 

NVQ: National Vocational Qualification.

OC1, OC2: Outcome Indicators, {one and two}



OFSTED: Office for Standards in Education.

ONS: Office for National Statistics.

PRAISE: Partnership Reading Activities Involving Social Service and Education. 

PSA: Public Service Agreement.

ROW A: Read On Write Away.

SAE: Stamped Addressed Envelope.

SCU: Social Exclusion Unit.

SEN: Special Educational Needs.

SSI: Social Service Inspectorate.

UK: United Kingdom.

UKLA: United Kingdom Literacy Association.

Accommodated: section 20 of the Children Act 1989 refers to accommodated 

children as a voluntary arrangement between the local authority and parents. Parents 

are involved in all decisions concerning the child.

Care Order: sections 31 and 38 of the Act refer to children who have a care (or 

interim care order) that is granted by the court, giving the awarding agency parental 

responsibility shared with parents, but limiting their influence and responsibilities. 

Children detained or remanded remain the responsibility of their parents.

Foster Placement: defined as the Looked After child’s total environment that is 

separate from its natural home. It is his or her current living arrangement, which 

provides the physical, emotional, and educational well-being of the child on a day-to- 

day basis.

Foster Carer: the principal carer of the child on a day-to-day basis. Foster carers do 

not acquire parental rights for children placed with them.

Fostering Service: the agency or local authority that carries out fostering functions. 

Independent fostering agencies or local authorities are charged with the responsibility 

for placing children, who cannot live at home, with foster carers. A local authority 

may make arrangements with an independent fostering agency for its fostering duties 

to be discharged to them.



Key Stages: covers four age groups. During each key stage pupils sit National 

Assessment tests to monitor their progress.

Literacy: the ability to function at a level commensurate with everyday tasks and 

activities.

Looked After Child: a child who has a care or interim care order, is 

remanded/detained or is accommodated on a voluntary basis by a local authority or 

voluntary agency. They are children who do not live in their natural home of origin 

and whose welfare is placed with the authority or agency, who thereby assumes the 

role of corporate parent.

Literacy Development in the Foster Placement: means to provide an environment 

that promotes the potential to acquire and mature a literacy competence.



INTRODUCTION

‘Literacy: it’s the motherhood and apple-pie of education.’ 

Lord Puttnam, 

Literacy Today 2000

Kelly (1995) called carers amateurs. Bald et al. (1995) stated that carers were not fully 

informed about educational matters. Hill (1999) argued that carers’ opinions were not always 

sought, which under-valued their considerable knowledge. Farmer et a l 

(2004) found that carers varied in the extent they concerned themselves with their foster 

children’s education and progress. Griffiths (1999) asserted that carers were ill equipped and 

uneducated to deal with children’s literacy needs, and many couldn’t be bothered. Jackson 

(1988b) contended that foster carers needed to understand the educational service, encourage 

homework and oversee it, and must know how to seek support if problems arise.

The considerable educational underachievement of children in public care has been 

highlighted and well documented in recent years, and much of the focus has been on local 

educational authorities and social service departments as participants in that 

underachievement. Very little direct focus has been placed on the contribution made by 

carers in the development of educational success and whether they should shoulder some of 

the responsibility for educational failure. There appeared to be some concerns about the 

ability of carers to support children in their educational endeavours, yet there is little 

research to ascertain exactly what their contribution is.

Educational underachievement compounds the difficulties of many Looked After children 

because they often suffer from multiple problems. They are frequently isolated from their 

own kinship group, may have experienced abuse or neglect, have had many different 

placements, and have been involved with a multitude of professionals overseeing their care.

1



Evidence has shown that schools have not been a good educational provider. Many children 

in public care have not been entered for examinations, and have left school without 

qualifications; they have played truant or been excluded (Millham et al. 1986; Biehal 1995). 

The Social Service Inspectorate/Office for Standards in Education (SSI/OFSTED) Report 

(1995) claimed that 25% of children at Key Stage 4 were excluded, and Sinclair and Gibbs

(1998) found that one third of all children in care were not attending school at all. Looked 

After children have been bullied and stigmatised, and teachers have had low expectations of 

them (Morris 2000). Most have not been given career advice, work experience or a record of 

achievement (Garnett 1992). Too often labelled as untrustworthy and as troublemakers, the 

school can be seen by these children as a very hostile learning environment (Morris 2000). 

Jackson (1994:272) also recognises that,

children looked after by local authorities suffer discrimination 
at every level. This discrimination has a very negative impact on 
their schooling, which is in turn is reflected in their emotional 
adjustment and behaviour.

As a result of The Education Reform Act (1988) and subsequent acts, schools are able to 

cream off high achievers and exclude others who will not achieve for them. When schools 

are ‘results led,’ Looked After children are at greater risk of exclusion (Blyth and Milner

1994). Schools can no longer be trusted to provide the literacy competence needed to survive 

the care system, or provide the education that will equip these children with life skills. They 

can no longer be the main literacy provider; nor can local authorities, acting as the corporate 

parent, be regarded as a suitable provider.

Schools have failed these children, and so have local authorities. Fletcher-Campbell (1997) 

identifies that underachievement is the result of poor corporate parenting by local authorities, 

and Morris (2000), asserts that good parenting has not been applied to their relationship with 

Looked After children. Neither educational needs nor provision of educational resources for 

Looked After children has been of primary importance in social service departments, and has 

not, until recently, been reflected in social policy. Compound this evidence with the general 

poor public attitudes towards Looked After children and it becomes obvious we need to look 

elsewhere to widen the pool of possible ‘educators’.
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Research in this field of foster care is still in its infancy, but the educational 

underachievement of Looked-After children remains in the spotlight, and the considerable 

evidence of this failure has been brought to attention by a significant number of findings. 

Some of the facts and history that instigated major childcare reform are listed below:

• Children in care are below peer group in education attainment (DOH 2000: The 

Children Act Report, 1995-99).

• Children’s academic performance drops as they go through the care system 

(OFSTED/SSI 1995).

• 1 in 10 claimants of severe hardship payments have been in care (Fletcher 1996).

• 1/3 of all children in care do not attend school (I. Sinclair and Gibbs 1998).

• 75% of all children in care leave school with no qualifications (Social Inclusion: 

Pupil Support 1999).

• 33% of all secondary exclusions and 66% of all primary school exclusions involve 

children in care (Smith 1998).

• It is claimed that the majority of foster carers have low literacy skills (Griffiths 

1999).

• Underachievement is the result of poor corporate parenting (Fletcher-Campbell 

1997).

• Between 50% and 80% of care-leavers are unemployed (Biehal 1995).

• 25% of adults in prisons have been in care, and 38% of young prisoners have been in 

care. At least 1 in 7 girls leave care pregnant. (Garnet 1992).

• Disproportionate numbers of Looked After children, (20%) have high levels of 

special educational need in the form of a statement, compared to 2.9% of general 

population (R. Sinclair 1997).

• 43% of Looked After children are not entered for exams. 35% of Looked After 

children have no career interview. 55% of Looked After children have no work 

experience. 56% of Looked After children have no record of achievement (Garnett 

1992).

• Underachievement is linked to frequent placement movement (Goddard 2000).

• Low expectations hamper change to attitudes (Morris 2000).

• 7.5% of those in year 11 gained 5 GCSE (or equivalent) passes at grade A*-C, 

compared to 50% of all children (The Children Act Report 2002).
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• The traditional ways of delivering foster care do not adequately meet children’s needs 

(Fostering for the Future 2002:3).

• Children in care have poor results in Key Stage tests at age seven, 11 and 14. Only 1 

percent goes on to university (OFSTED 2001).

• Carers are not expected, or equipped, to provide sufficient support and 

encouragement at home for learning and development (SEU Report 2003).

Children and young people in care have got to be the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

group in society, and the catalogue of neglect identified should make everyone ashamed. It 

becomes obvious that we need to look elsewhere to raise achievement, for leaving it to the 

local authorities, and schools in particular, may be too late; yet many of the initiatives and 

recommendations that have been implemented to raise achievement have been school based. 

In the Quality Protects Research Briefing Papers (2000) there was no mention of the specific 

help carers could contribute in their own right to promote the educational development of 

their foster children, except to make sure they attend school, have the right clothing, have a 

pencil, and support homework. The Brief did suggest ways of helping by having mentoring 

schemes, homework clubs and study support centres, but nothing about educational support 

in the home that the carer might be able to provide. The National Standards for Foster Care

(1999): 11.5: 34 states only that,

the foster home provides an environment in which education 
and learning are valued: the foster carer establishes (with the 
support of the authority) an expectation of regular attendance 
at school and supports the child’s full participation through 
provision of necessary uniform and equipment, support 
for completion of homework, and financial and other support 
for attending school trips and after school activities.

The report Fostering For The Future (2002) did not fare any better. It identified the lack of 

strategic planning by councils for assessing educational needs, and the only mention of the 

carers was in relation to them being good advocates in securing a school placement. The 

report identified that councils needed to review their policies on fostering arrangements and 

were ill informed about the true nature of children’s needs and the costs involved in 

delivering such a service. Councils, the report added, were having difficulties finding 

suitable placements and did not have suitable recruitment packages.
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In later reports and guidance literature the theme continues to focus directly on what the 

school can do and, again, places very little importance on the carer’s contribution (Social 

Exclusion Unit Report 2003). In the OFSTED Report (2000:3.7) Raising Achievement, 

recording how the educational needs of children and young people are to be met, states:

‘.. .training is required for key teachers, governors, social workers, LA personnel and elected 

members.’ There is no mention of the carer. Even at the closure of this research I was not to 

see any initiative for raising achievement move to include the carers’ specific contribution.

These reports clearly show that carers are not in the forefront when looking at the broader 

means of raising achievement of Looked After children and it is highly significant that all 

major reports and training providers that look at ways carers can help to raise educational 

achievement are directly related to the support they can give to others. It is essential to widen 

the perception of what carers can do and the valuable contribution they can make to 

educational progress. There is plenty of advice for front line workers such as social workers 

and managers, but nothing specifically about what could be achieved in the home by 

targeting carers in particular.

The number of children being Looked After at any one time is difficult to assess because of 

the transient nature of fostering, but at the initial time of writing it was estimated that 36,000 

children were in foster placements (Source: DOH 2001). By 2003, this figure had risen to

41.100 children living in approximately 32,000 foster families. There is a shortage of at least

6.100 foster families. (Source: The Fostering Network 04 February 2004)

Foster care is now the most popular provision of alternative care, and, as such, it deserves 

thorough research attention. Our understanding of the literacy practices and development in 

the foster placement must now be advanced. Carers are surrogate parents to children Looked 

After, and they too should have a responsibility in raising achievement, with the same 

concerns about education as they would with their natural bom children. They are in the 

front line of care. They are the ones dealing with the day-to-day routine care of these 

children, and they have a pivotal role in being the link person for all the agencies that 

promote the interests of these children. Should it not be this group that is targeted to help 

with this endeavour? Jackson (1988) asks whether authorities take account of the potential of 

carers in helping Looked After children to overcome their educational disadvantage.
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A large body of research: (Wade and Moore 1993-6; Toomey 1989-93; Hannon 1995; 

Topping 1988; Topping and Wolfendale 1985-95; Wells 1985-7; Bus etal. 1995) show how 

critical it is for literacy development to begin in the home and of its importance for 

subsequent cognitive development. This research was my starting point for recognising the 

importance of developing literacy in the foster placement. The researchers’ concerns have 

been on literacy development in the family domain and providing evidence that the home is 

where acquiring literacy begins. The authors found that the skill of listening to stories in the 

home acts as a basis by which children begin to enjoy formal learning and to understand the 

functions of reading and writing. This includes evidence that fostering literacy awareness 

and developing positive attitudes towards learning in the home influences family behaviour 

patterns, and has a socialisation function. Wade and Moore (1993) found a close correlation 

between lack of resources in the home and future attainment at school, especially in relation 

to books.

These studies share common characteristics: that if children are given enriched literacy 

opportunities in the home and have shared reading experiences with an adult they have a 

greater chance of success in school. The findings show that children read earlier, are more 

articulate and better able to express themselves verbally, and are more confident when 

learning new things.

It was with the accumulating knowledge that home-based literacy opportunities did, in fact, 

raise achievement, and with the facts now firmly established by research evidence, that I 

decided that literacy development for Looked After children also had to begin in the home, 

in the foster placement. Literacy competence had to be developed in the foster placement, 

not waiting for it to be considered only at the school gate for a group already disadvantaged. 

I also considered strong literacy skills to be the means by which ‘Children of the State’ could 

be lifted from their disadvantaged position. Several researchers and research initiatives have 

focused on the education of Looked After children, and their contribution has also informed 

my choice of research area and interest. Therefore, I decided to investigate the literacy 

practices, events, development and opportunities of children in foster placements and to 

question how ‘literacy’ is operationalised within the foster placement. I also wanted to know 

if carers perceived themselves as ‘educators,’ and what their actual contribution was.

6



In an advancing highly technological world there is a greater need than ever before to have 

adequate literacy skills: that is, the ability to function at a level commensurate with everyday 

activities (Chamley and Withnall 1989), but research shows that Looked After children are 

not equipped to deal with an increasingly complex world. Economic changes in the labour 

market have placed greater stress on acquiring good basic skills to improve occupational 

chances, and the same factors have meant it is harder to recruit and retain carers. Changes in 

the family structure also mean that women no longer remain at home to raise children and 

this again will reflect on carer recruitment and retention. If Looked After children have no 

educational history to draw on, and cannot be assured of having a stable and permanent 

home, then these factors will undoubtedly affect their employment opportunities and future 

life chances. Furthermore, some children may never know the experience of having one 

consistent, significant person in their life to take a continuing interest in their personal and 

continuing development. It is surely the right of these children that every other resource 

should be made available to them to enable them to grow up and live fully independent lives. 

At present, opportunities for achieving stability seem untenable. Acquiring good literacy 

skills is one sure way of equipping wounded children with the literacy life skills needed to 

succeed, not only in mainstream education but also for life in general.

In ordinary homes the development of literacy is vital in order to equip each individual with 

skills that can be translated into the wider society, and it is equally important in other forms 

of care. Literacy development and opportunity for Looked After children in the home is even 

more essential when the acquisition of literacy is made so much more difficult to acquire in 

school because other difficulties are presenting themselves. Educational performance is one 

of the first things to be affected when learning is inhibited by other life challenges.

The demands on carers, however, have never been greater. Apart from the heterogeneity of 

foster care, and children being admitted to care for a variety of reasons - including offending 

behaviour and special needs - there are now additional demands in negotiating parental 

contact and maintaining the extended family kinship networks. This expansion of fostering 

services, with its attendant demands on record keeping, regular reviews and care planning, 

makes the role of the carer a very significant one.

In order to help children and young people gain increasing independence we need to be 

equipping them with the tools to help them. Evidence by Goddard (2000), and others, shows
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that a foster placement can be a very transient experience, but if the literacy needs of young 

people and children are met in the foster placement, then the task of meeting their 

educational needs in the school is made so much easier. Jackson and Martin (1998:578) 

identify that, ‘being able to read well makes them less dependent on adult attention.’ If these 

individuals have adequate literacy skills early on, then the demands made on other areas of 

development can be met without interruption, since lack of the functional skills for living can 

inhibit other growth processes. Investigating this unique family setting and gaining vital 

information of the literacy practices that are taking place is essential if effective action is to 

be taken to raise standards. It is now time to investigate this area of educational potential to 

its fullest extent.

Literacy is the bread and butter of education, and without adequate literacy skills life is less 

manageable in a world that is already fraught with difficulties for vulnerable children. 

Children have to feel comfortable using the tools of literacy at home before they can feel 

comfortable using the literacy of the school, and, for children who may have experienced 

many changes, the need to equip them with ‘literacy life skills’ becomes even more 

important. The label ‘being in care’ automatically confers a status that is unwarranted and 

unfair, so, in order to strengthen their competence base there has to be opportunities to 

engender at least an interest in reading and writing in the home. This will help them to deal 

with the extra demands of the school, when formal learning may be far down the children’s’ 

list of priorities. Inadequate skills can give rise to challenging and disturbing behaviour, even 

before the task of actually learning something new begins.

This investigation is taking place at a time when the literacy needs of Looked After children 

remain a central concern, for these are the children who are most at risk of having 

impoverished literacy opportunities and who underachieve in the education system. The 

measures that are now being implemented through programmes such as Quality Protects and 

Choice Protects, can only lead to a more fulfilling life for our most marginalized children, 

and for this to continue we must now target the most powerful institution of all -  the family. 

Much research explores school attainment and school behaviour, but learning to be 

successful and learning to behave is learnt and taught outside of school hours. There are 

some children who avoid going to school at all because of past experiences of failure or for 

some other reason; therefore it is vital literacy development is introduced and encouraged in 

the home.
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Education and learning begin in the home. Literacy is the cornerstone of all learning, and if 

the home does not value education and knowledge, then no amount of school initiatives will 

raise achievement, despite intervention. It is not only up to the school to combat 

underachievement. There is a need to know and understand what contribution the foster 

placement is making, and what needs to be done to equip this group of children with the 

skills for successful living by the people who are supposed to be skilled to perform that role. 

It is imperative that adequate home-grown literacy skills are in place in order for them to 

deal with the world at large, and give them an opportunity to lift themselves out of a situation 

that may prove impossible without such skills. Education can be the key to future success 

and engender a belief in one’s ability and worthiness; literacy, the functional tool of 

education can turn that key, but we can see it is easier said than done.

This thesis is divided into chapters. Chapter one places the research in a context, and charts 

and discusses current Government initiatives and legislation to raise the educational 

achievement of Looked After children. Examination of specific home-based literacy schemes 

follows, and then an exploration of organisations responsible for developing educational 

initiatives. The chapter draws on supporting research evidence and explores and explains the 

raft of interventions that were implemented to raise standards as a consequence of the low 

attainment by young people in public care. Quality Protects, introduction of Looked After 

Children (LAC) materials, projects such as Care About Education, Equal Chances, Book 

Buddies and A Book o f my own, among others, were all instrumental in challenging 

underachievement. Researchers and commentators such as Biehal; A. Heath et al. and 

Jackson, also contributed to the debate with their various studies focusing on the poor 

performance of this group and recommending ways to improve the situation.

Chapter two explores the difficulties of learning to be literate in constantly changing 

educational and social service systems, and examines current policies or influences that 

impact on acquisition of literacy in the foster placement. This chapter also outlines and 

interprets the educational performance of this group through the National Statistics compiled 

over five years from the first recorded entry in 2000, and comments on the results. Chapter 

three discusses the process of identifying appropriate methodological instruments and the 

decisions that were made in selecting the ones chosen. This chapter also assesses ethical 

considerations, access arrangements and sampling procedures. It also outlines the 

establishment of a focus group and a pilot study that were conducted to iron out irregularities
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and misunderstandings in the development of a questionnaire design. Chapter four analyses 

the findings and results of the survey questionnaire and identifies key themes. Chapter five 

describes the interview process and analyses the initial findings from the interview 

schedules. Chapter six analyses the overall results while chapter seven formulates a 

discussion, drawing in theories of literacy development, and proposing recommendations for 

Good Practice and further research in the field. The concluding chapter is chapter eight, and 

this is concerned with summing up and reflection. It draws together each thread of the 

research process and provides a summary of the research outcomes. It also assesses the 

strengths and weaknesses of the research design. My challenges are acknowledged and how 

they were overcome, and, of course, my successes are acknowledged as well. It also draws 

on its strength as an original piece of investigative work

Previous research has shown that the educational concerns of children in care have received 

scant attention by Social Services Departments and Schools (DfES/DoH 1994; SSI/OFSTED

1995) and there is almost no research base that looks at education in the foster placement. 

We need to be proactive in providing the best educational opportunities for our most 

deprived children and to look into every comer to find ways of doing it.

For the sake of the children, it is vital to keep developing 
and reviewing our understanding of foster care in all its 
complexity.

Hill (1999:374)

I hope this research will go some way in advancing that understanding.
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CHAPTER 1 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND, PREVIOUS RESEARCH, LITERATURE 

REVIEW AND RESEARCH CONTEXT

An investigation exploring literacy practices and development of literacy in foster placement 

has to be situated within a broad context, because researching literacy is a multi-disciplinary 

activity. Background knowledge embeds the study in a socio-historical perspective that 

allows the development of the investigation to be charted. The following history and research 

literature identifies the pathway, how the study evolved, and the setting from which it is 

drawn. Explanations are given for reasons why a particular research study was included and 

its relevance to the current investigation. My knowledge base has been built up from a 

variety of contributors who are diverse in their research objectives, but who are linked 

because they share a common thread. My choice has been guided by research, which has 

looked at early literacy development in the home, family book-reading schemes, learning 

theory, government policy, and includes research from charitable organisations. The research 

literature review is extensive and broad, because I want a complete picture of literacy 

development, the initiatives/events/practices that promote it within the home, and because I 

wish to assess the influences that may inhibit its development. The review also forms part of 

my data collection and is used in support of claims that I make. The chapter ends by 

summarising the main contributors.

My first intent was to explore whether there was evidence to support my initial claim that 

acquiring effective literacy skills begins in the home, and has an important effect on the 

educational chances of all children. It is essential to establish strong literacy links with the 

home and principal carer, when the school career may be inconsistent, fleeting or non

existent (Garnett 1992; Biehal 1995). Furthermore, this literature identifies that an awareness 

and use of literacy in the home does in fact have benefits. This is provided in the introduction 

to this study.
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Next, I had to explore whether acquiring home-grown literacy skills for Looked After 

children would be instrumental in giving these children a head start when dealing with other 

areas of difficulty in their lives, and would have far reaching effects for success in school. 

Therefore, my next area of exploration was to look at specific literacy schemes that were 

initiated in the home, and, in particular, book-reading schemes that involved Looked After 

children. The findings from these schemes show that many children and young people have 

limited access to books and limited opportunities to read with adults. A child who is unable 

to live with his or her own family places a major responsibility on those who take over that 

responsibility. J.W.B. Douglas (1964) was one of the first researchers to identify the positive 

effects of parental interest. This interest becomes even more vital for Looked After children 

who may never have a long-term consistent relationship with an adult.

The first part of this chapter outlines and embeds the research literature within a context that 

concerns itself with current Government policy and impetus, drawing in specific initiatives 

that explore the education of Looked After children. It includes legislative changes to the 

care system in the United Kingdom, particularly England. Next, there is an exploration of 

organisations that are involved in developing projects to improve the educational chances of 

these children and this embeds the current research in a supporting structure. This is 

followed by the examination of findings of specific book-reading schemes, which then leads 

me on to explore in a more global way a view of literacy development and practice: 

examining how literacy is practised in different social class backgrounds, and the different 

‘ways of taking’ from books as shown in diverse family situations. My own investigation 

and research is informed by the work of all the contributors from which I draw as well as 

challenge.

Government policy on the education of Looked After children

The rationale for the inception of the following initiatives was a response to look more 

closely at the unique educational needs of Looked After children. Essen et a l (1976) 

identified that, if children entered care before the age of seven, they could be up to fourteen 

months below the national average for ability at that age. She found that the longer they 

remained in care, the lower their educational attainment would be. There would also be a 

corresponding increase in behavioural difficulties. Fanshel and Shinn (1978) found, in their 

comparison study of children in residential and foster care, that children in the foster home 

(which most closely mimics the natural home) did not fare any better than children in
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residential care. The family orientation of a foster placement did not compensate for 

educational disadvantage, and children still underachieved. Rutter (1985) argued that 

educational achievement for children who had been in care (and were now successful adults) 

was a major factor in their success as adults, and closely corresponded with the way they 

behaved and responded in their adult roles. Pilling (1986) and Jackson (1988b) both 

supported these findings in identifying the link between general well-being in adulthood and 

educational success as children. They found that, if children left school with qualifications, 

their chances of leading successful adult lives were increased. One of the protecting qualities 

was to have an interested adult who encouraged them to do well, and who recognised and 

praised their abilities and achievements.

Other evidence did not provide proof that any level of support regarding education at any 

stage was being given, nor was there a clear infrastructure for monitoring the progress of 

Looked After children (Packman et a l 1986; Parker et al. 1991; Millham et a l 1986 and 

Rowe and Lambert 1973). Children were drifting through the care system with no forward 

planning, nor were they equipped to lead independent lives on leaving care. The impact of 

these research findings and evidence from a major inquiry exploring children’s health, 

commissioned by the Select Committee on Health in 1984 led to the development of the 

Children Act (1989).

The recommendations of the Act are to strengthen the provision of services for Looked After 

children and to develop new, effective ways of delivering a quality service. The Act 

underpins the principle that meeting the needs of the child is paramount, and, as well as 

including the child in the decision-making process, should enable continuing parental contact 

for children in long-term placement. In the Guidance and Regulations on family placements, 

volume 3 and 4, references are made to the important role of foster carers in providing 

educational support and for their need to become familiar with educational matters. Another 

important legislative measure was The Education Reform Act (1988), when schools became 

accountable for their teaching practices. It was these major legislative changes that became a 

watershed for change, and then led to a restructuring of both education and social service 

provision.

Attention was now drawn to the low educational achievement of children in public care, and 

in 1995 Social Services and the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) issued a joint
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report that criticised local authorities, social services departments and schools for failing to 

implement the recommendations set by the government in the Act. Inspections of four local 

authorities were made, both in care and educational settings. This was done to ascertain how 

needs were being met, and if the authorities were conforming and implementing the 

regulations set out in both the Education Reform Act (1988) and The Children Act (1989). 

The inspection consisted of visiting twenty-seven schools, carers, and adults who assumed 

parental responsibility for Looked After children, and they were all interviewed. Findings 

revealed that underachievement was greatest in the secondary education sector, but other 

findings given in the report were also disquieting. Failure to promote the educational 

achievement of these children meant that standards remained too low, too little had been 

done to boost achievement, educational needs were not understood or given priority by 

teachers, educational planning was hardly addressed, and there were delays in implementing 

any decisions. It could be seen that the educational neglect of these children was still 

continuing

The report also identified that children did not want attention drawn to them, or to be 

labelled ‘different’. It went on to say that children feared the negative effects of stereotyping 

that is ‘engendered by a lack of understanding of circumstances.’ The report recognised, 

awareness had to be raised but there must be caution about ‘fuelling negative and harmful 

labels.’ It asserted that because no one had overall responsibility for the children, oversights 

could occur with detrimental effects and recommended that all agencies should be active and 

work collaboratively: they should communicate effectively and they should share and 

disseminate information. Each organisation was encouraged to gain knowledge of each 

other.

In response to the report, Sir William Utting was commissioned in 1996 to chair the Review 

o f the Safeguards for Children Living Away from Home. The subsequent document, People 

Like Us (1997), recommended to government that a major restructuring of the care service 

was needed that should also incorporate educational policy. The SSI/OFSTED Report and 

the Utting Report that followed, led to a complete overhauling of the state provision for 

childcare, and education now became a major priority. It was recognised that the 

underachievement of children in care needed urgent attention, and the government now 

demanded authorities to employ strategies that would improve the life chances of all 

children, and, in particular, children living away from home. Through the Public Service

14



Agreement (PSA) all authorities now had to raise their childcare standards, and provide a 

coherent and co-ordinated service across all agencies and service providers.

The Quality Protects (1998) programme was one response, and a five-year government 

initiative was launched, outlining a programme of reforms to deliver the objectives set out in 

the Government's Objectives fo r Children's Social Service (1999b). With the collaboration 

of the Social Exclusion Unit, the Department of Health and the Department of Education and 

Employment (now the Department for Education and Skills), the programme set out to raise 

the educational attainment of children in care as one of its major targets. The programme 

drew on research to develop policy to help local authorities deliver improvements in services 

by meeting specific objectives and setting targets that now have to be met. £885 million was 

allocated for this programme.

One of the Quality Protects sub-objectives was to bring the educational performance of 

Looked After children in line with the general performance of all children. The initiative 

required each social service department to have a senior member of management to liaise 

with other agencies and work together on Management Action Plans and Children’s Service 

Plans. The information was then reported back to elected members of each authority who 

were expected to act on the recommendations (Fletcher 1996).

Targets were set following the findings of The Department of Health (Modernising Health 

and Social Services: National Priorities Guidance) that 75% of children in public care were 

leaving school with no formal qualification achievement. By the year 2001 there should be 

an increase of 50% of children in local authority care achieving a GCSE or GNVQ. By 2003 

this was to be increased to 75%. These were the pledges made by the Minister for Education 

in December 1999.

The heat was now turned up, and in May 2000 the Department of Health and the Department 

of Employment published a document, Guidance on the Education o f Children and Young 

People in Public Care (2000). This document was supported by the Education Protects 

programme whose task was to share and disseminate information, policy and research 

findings and feed them back to the Department of Education and Skills, and the Department 

of Health. The programme also spreads information, and gives practical examples of good 

working practices to a network of practitioners and policy makers about key issues outlined
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in the guidance. The Guidance reaffirmed the very high rate of underachievement of these 

children. It confirms that one in four children, aged fourteen and over, do not attend school, 

and only one in three hundred go on into further education. Looked after children are six to 

eight times more likely to need some form of special education, and they figure prominently 

among people who had behavioural and emotional difficulties. Measures were now being 

taken to provide resources to encourage all young people to stay on in education or training 

until they are at least eighteen years of age. The recommendations place strong emphasis on 

an education and training scheme, where a multi-skill support system, the Connexions 

Network, gives priority to underachievers disaffected by school experiences in the 13-19-age 

range.

This document also recommended that all local authorities produce an action plan of reform: 

to ensure that educational provision for Looked After children was indeed being given top 

priority, and to ensure that access to educational opportunity was the same for this group as 

for all children. It was hoped that personal achievement and educational success would 

follow. The document highlights the role that schools had to play in raising achievement, and 

evidence taken from numerous report recommendations produced five statutory 

requirements.

In co-operation with The School Standards and Frameworks Act (1998), all education 

departments are now authorised to provide Looked After children with a designated 

schoolteacher who acts as advocate. They are responsible also for bringing together support 

services to put practices and policies into place. This includes a Personal Education Plan for 

every child in public care. These plans cover long-term and short-term goals, and provide 

behaviour and study support programmes.

Personal Education Plans (PEP) are intended to provide information about a child’s 

educational history, as well as ensuring that appropriate resources are put in place and 

relevant support given. The plans should enable clear targets to be met, goals to be set, and 

educational outcomes to be plotted. They are devised collectively, and a protocol is put in 

place to share and disseminate information. Progress can then be monitored and all parties 

must review the plan regularly. The plan acts as a Record of Achievement, and should be 

incorporated within the child’s total care planning. The social worker responsible for the 

child’s care initiates the education plan, and is usually the lead person and coordinator, who
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collaborates with the young person, school, parents and carers. Other objectives are to ensure 

that the maximum time spent out of education is twenty days for a looked after child, after 

which a school place must have been secured. This means that an educational placement has 

to be found at the same time as a care placement, and a placement can only be secured if 

educational provision is in place too.

The Children Act (1989) and the Education Act (1996) both recommended that positive 

collaboration between agencies should occur, but as evidence showed, this was not 

happening. Now, the Guidance required that effective collaboration between agencies must 

take place. The Guidance facilitates active interagency co-operation and collaboration, 

because different agencies now have a statutory duty to record, plan and deliver a 

comprehensive and constant level of educational support. A protocol is now required for 

sharing information, because education and care placements should and must be linked, so 

that early intervention and appropriate action can be taken to safeguard the interests of the 

child. It also helps to promote positive change in encouraging good practice and effective 

planning. This sets out the principles of good corporate parenting, and, with respect to 

education, this means having the expectations of educational success, raising standards, 

promoting educational opportunities by providing appropriate resources and provision, and 

taking an interest in the educational progress of each child in public care. It is hoped that this 

monitoring process and consistent reviewing of progress will enable local authorities to 

assess and evaluate real need and provision.

Another influential requirement has been an improved system of collecting and recording 

information about Looked After children. Good record keeping charts children’s educational 

progress and health, and monitors any problems. The LAC materials track a child’s care 

history and provide a running commentary on current and past history of the child in order to 

inform specific practice in relation to the child and to meet ongoing needs.

In line with all care reform and the Local Government Act, 2000, a Children’s Task Force 

was set up in October 2000 to monitor the modernisation of the Social Services and the 

National Health Service. The following are to be among their responsibilities: to monitor the 

Public Service Agreement targets for Looked After children, shape the National Services 

Framework for Children, and build on the Quality Protects Programme. Authorities must 

now plan and coordinate community strategies and policies to meet the needs of the
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community, as well as maintaining policies that promote the interests of all children in need. 

This will ensure quality indicators are now in place to safeguard the interests of vulnerable 

children, but it will also assess efficiency and delivery of services across all agencies and 

departments delivering a ‘joined-up’ service. Statistical data will now be collected which 

will compare quality outcomes across authorities. In line with these reforms, and, as part of 

the Best Value initiative, a coordinated service-planning programme for all at-risk children in 

England was established in May 2001.

In late 2001 The Care Leaving Act (2000) came into force. This act places specific duties on 

fostering services to give young people leaving care a care leaving package, including a 

Pathway Plan. This includes advice, guidance and practical help on issues such as housing, 

employment and educational opportunities. Each young leaver has a personal adviser who 

assesses the young person’s needs and tries to make the transition to independent living run 

as smoothly as possible.

The thrust for change continued and it was during 2001 the government announced that the 

Social Exclusion Unit was to report on the educational achievements of Looked After 

children. The final report, after a consultation analysis, was published in 2003. The heat was 

really turned up now, and this fact-finding exercise was to build a body of knowledge about 

finding ways that worked to raise the attainment levels of children Looked After. Knowledge 

pools were also developed. These were web-based forums to gather evidence-based 

information from experts in the field. These were professionals from all disciplines who 

wished to contribute in building up a body of evidence about what worked in combating 

exclusion and raising achievement. People involved in research were invited to contribute, as 

were people on the frontline who may not be involved in policy decision-making, so that 

ideas, information, resources and knowledge could be shared.

The Care Standards Bill (2000) came into effect in April 2002, and established a National 

Care Standards Commission to inspect and regulate services across all social care provision, 

including independent fostering services and agencies, and adoption services. In 2003 it 

became the National Commission for Social Care Inspection. Their remit is also to monitor 

and inspect local authorities to ensure they carry out their statutory duties, and to ensure that 

both private and local authority care services meet the same standards, and to intervene if 

standards are not met. Local authorities now have a duty to provide information on
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provision, and strict protocols are in place to regulate services across authorities to ensure a 

minimum standard of care. This watchdog will hopefully ensure quality performance and an 

effective service delivery, as the results from individual inspections will be fed back to one 

centralised national regulator for dissemination. The Assessment of Children in Need 

framework also tightens the control for systematic regulation and effective service delivery, 

as does The Integrated Children’s System, which was developed in 2002.

It was during 2001-2002 that every Social Service department underwent an assessment of 

their performance, and each was given a star rating. Out of 151 social service departments 

over half achieved only one star; ten had no stars at all, and received greater intervention 

from the government by closer scrutiny and increased monitoring. The best of the 

departments, who gained three stars or more, got greater autonomy and freedom to use 

central funding as they wished; for the future, they will get ‘brush stroke’ inspections and 

monitoring only. Jacqui Smith, Health Minister at the time stated, ‘The monitoring system 

will show that excellence is possible -  and it will show up poor councils.’ By the end of 

2002, the Management Action Plans, which councils had submitted to monitor performance 

in children’s services, were mainstreamed and integrated into Performance Monitoring. By 

2004 all information on Children’s Services was worked into position statements.

In the wake of the Fostering fo r the Future Report (2002), where it was found councils were 

failing to find alternative school provision for excluded children and failing to plan or assess 

children’s educational needs, the government announced a new review, Choice Protects 

(2003-4). This review of fostering services looked at ways authorities recruited: to identify 

the support they were getting, to put reward structures in place to encourage increased 

recruitment and retention, and to look at ways to increase stability and ways of rewarding 

carers for their skills. £113 million over three years was allocated and for 2003-4 each local 

authority received £19.7m to improve their fostering service. ‘The funding can be used to 

help foster carers to support children’s education and to provide specialist services that help 

foster carers improve children’s health or educational attainment.’ (SEU 2003:4)

The Choice Protects commission looked at the dependence of local authorities on 

independent fostering agencies and the issue of emergency placements. The review also 

examined ways fostered children could be provided with more placement choices to match 

more closely child with carer, but this does seem rather ludicrous when recruitment of foster
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carers is now in a state of crisis. ‘LA’s all over the country are being forced to reassess their 

support for carers in the face of crippling shortages of foster carers’. (Postering Network 

2003 113:3)

The Cabinet reshuffle in 2003 saw the creation of a Minister for Children in England, with 

the creation of a new office: Children’s and Families Directorate. This office oversees 

Children’s Social Services, which now recognises children in need as requiring a separate 

department in their own right, instead of being subsumed within the more generic social 

services departments. This unit unites the Department of Education and Skills, the 

Department of Health and the Home Office. One of the unit’s responsibilities is to oversee 

and encourage co-operation between all agencies: strengthening joined-up services by 

bringing together a range of specialist services and skills and by working together towards 

agreed joint outcomes without replicating effort. At local level, children’s trusts and boards 

will integrate all children’s services. This will include social services, education, National 

Health Service, Careers, Police, Probation and Sure Start. The Social Care Inspectorate will 

collaborate closely with the schools inspectorate watchdog, OFSTED.

National standards

In June 2000, the UK National Standards for Foster Care came into being, and was 

established to set out good practice goals and targets and to ensure mandatory inspection and 

regulation. This was another response to the restructuring of the care system. Local 

authorities are now responsible for establishing training programmes and supporting foster 

carers in developing their practice; carers should now be equipped to do the highly 

demanding job of fostering through appropriate training. Ensuring carers are professionally 

trained is one of the key recommendations towards enabling them to support children’s 

education. Among the recommendations are the following: each authority must ensure that 

the educational and social development of each pre-school child in foster care is met by 

attending some pre-school facility; local authorities must now work within a Code of 

Practice when recruiting carers to ensure that specific criteria are fulfilled, and that standards 

are upheld; there should be clear conditions of service, clear tasks and training scales.

Literacy initiatives in the research field

To assist local authorities to facilitate improvements and promote change for the better, a 

number of projects and initiatives have been developed. One project in 1999, which
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happened to be the National Literacy Year, saw the launch of a magazine called Breaking 

their fall: meeting the literacy needs o f looked-after children (Griffiths, 1999). In 

collaboration with the Who Cares? Trust, and the National Literacy Association, this 

magazine was produced to give practical advice to care workers on how they could support 

the literacy development of children in their care. The magazine acted as a bridge to raise the 

achievement of Looked After children before the government education policies became 

common practice. The emphasis was on the importance of reading, but it also questioned 

why children were failing, and put forward suggestions to improve and develop literacy 

practices in the home. It was suggested that carers might not be bothered to engender literacy 

practices because the child was either only passing through the foster placement, or there 

was an inbuilt assumption they would not benefit. The editor of this publication claimed that 

it is not only children who must learn literacy skills but the care worker and foster parent 

also. She argued that carers might not have the desired level of literacy competence to help 

the children in their care. The two charities suggested that training should be given to them.

This practice-based magazine strongly proposed that foster carers must be proactive in 

providing literacy opportunities to help children and young people develop their literacy 

skills. It asked important questions about the type of care that was being provided for the 

children, and asked who were the people that were failing these children? An article within 

the magazine identified how books can serve a real purpose by indirectly providing children 

and young people with an avenue of escape from the harsh realities of life. It explored the 

magic potential of selecting books that give answers to the problems that are peculiar to 

children in public care, and it described how books could provide a lifeline and comfort to 

individuals who may feel isolated.

The author also argues that fostering an enjoyment for reading is one way of improving a 

child’s life chances, and adds that many children in care do not have the same opportunities 

of being read to by their parents, and often live in homes where there is a lack of literacy 

provision. It asks how many social workers and carers actually read to the children in their 

care. The magazine also reports that many children in care suffer a loss of self-esteem 

because they do not get the same attention as children living with parents and that carers 

often have low expectations of them. If awareness were raised among care workers and 

foster parents of their important contribution to literacy development, and, if they actively

21



participated in that development, the author asserts, then it would improve the literacy skills 

of their charges.

Carers must be pro-active in the development of literacy by reading to children and 

engendering an enjoyment of reading. The charity suggests that children in care should have 

access to a wide range of reading material and own their own books. A video followed the 

publication of the magazine; it was made in a way that brought the contents of Breaking their 

fa ll to life. Carers and young people contributed to the making of the tape by participating in 

live interviews, accompanied by popular, well-known theme tunes. The video is light

hearted, but its underlying message explores the difficulties of acquiring effective literacy 

skills for Looked-After children. By the use of animation, it brings the message over in a 

user-friendly way, and provides information on ways carers can support young people in 

their literacy development.

The educational underachievement of Looked After children continued to be widely debated 

and, in March 2000, the Rowntree Foundation entered into the debate by publishing a report 

of their own findings (Morris, 2000). This report identified barriers that could inhibit positive 

change in the care service. One of their main findings was the negative public attitude that 

exists in relation to Looked After children. They found a consensus that perceives children in 

care as troublesome. The report identified that carers in residential units and foster 

placements are not adequately supported, and that there was a dire need for more resources, 

including training, payment and moral support. Children were not involved in decision

making and social workers were not supported or helped to build sound relationships with 

children in their care. The report complained that response to need was often dominated by a 

service-led approach, and not led by the needs of the child.

All they are interested in is budgets, bed spaces and how
many assessments you’ve done (social worker).

Numerous good works by voluntary independent agencies and charities were beginning to 

influence practice and policy. The Equal Chances project was one such national programme. 

After its inception in 1997, The Who Cares Trust? and the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 

launched it in 1999, and it was supported by the Department of Health and the Department of 

Education and Employment. The main objective of the project was to improve local
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authorities’ ‘corporate parenting’ skills and to ensure that all children in care had access to a 

full range of resources that would improve their educational opportunities and outcomes. The 

project encouraged organisations to work together to ensure that Looked After children 

would have the same access to educational resources, and would be given as equal a chance 

to succeed as children in general.

The project aimed to increase the educational chances for children in care by developing a 

Whole Authority approach. This involved active collaboration and liaison between 

departments and organisations with the intention of sharing and disseminating information 

for the common good. Its aims were also to ensure that the objectives set out by the 

Government’s Quality Protects initiative were complied with and met, and that local 

authorities were equipped to meet the new demands by providing resource material, offering 

practical guidelines, and encouraging good practice.

Stage one of the projects: Finding the Facts was an audit that assessed the current situation 

and explored current practices. In consultation with significant people involved with the care 

of the children, including the children themselves, a questionnaire was sent out to them and 

their carers. A range of questions was asked about their educational experiences, and the 

information gathered provided evidence about their educational outcomes. The findings 

demonstrated that there continued to be poor levels of academic attainment, and that the gap 

between the test results of Looked After pupils and the national results widened as the young 

people grew older (Source: Equal Chances Project Summery 1999a). The children also 

perceived themselves as different from their peers, and felt they lacked peer support and 

understanding, and many, over 50%, experienced being bullied. In one authority a follow-up 

meeting was arranged for all those who completed the questionnaire and from it a focus 

group was established. This group subsequently published a leaflet and encouraged others to 

attend weekly meetings, focusing on topics concerned with education. The majority of foster 

carers claimed they had received no training on education issues, and the findings showed 

that the children in their care were up to sixteen times more likely to be excluded from 

school and six times more likely to have a statement of special educational need. It was 

found there was a lack of books in the foster placement, lack of shared reading and writing 

opportunities, and there were low expectations placed on the children (Source: Practice 

Guide: Acting on the Facts 1999b:22/37). The information and views that were generated 

from these discussions and research findings provided a valuable resource on how young
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people in care feel about their educational opportunities and experiences, and these were fed 

into the Quality Protects Initiative.

The second phase of the project provided guidelines and solutions based on the audit 

findings. This enabled authorities to develop good practice and assess how well their 

authority was doing in providing the necessary services. The Practice Guide, an inclusive 

model to be used by all departments, was produced as a response to the findings, and it 

helped authorities to implement services and provide materials and resources to build a 

comprehensive delivery service. One of the major recommendations of the project was that 

participating schools had to nominate a teacher who would act as the designated teacher for 

Looked-After children attending the school. The teacher had to be a senior member of staff 

and on the management team. The role of this teacher was to ensure that the interests of each 

child were met and to liaise between the school and other agencies to promote good 

communication and practice. The project’s outcome was to develop corporate policy, 

enabling a collaborative approach with every department having equal responsibility for 

effective corporate parenting.

Equal Chances proposed, like the National Literacy Strategy, that all local authorities adopt 

a strategy whereby all Looked After children would have a range of books (and writing 

opportunities) that are easily accessible to them and that would include (and incorporate) 

different genres: fictional and informative, factual and reference books, books that children 

in care can relate to. Book buying should be a regular activity and all children should be 

library users. Equal Chances also proposed a baseline assessment for every child entering 

care with extra resources to be put in place to help with literacy skills in school and in the 

community, i.e. libraries providing ‘catch up’ schemes. They also recommended that literacy 

skills are monitored and that plans put are in place to improve skills, although it is likely this 

would automatically be included as part of the educational plan. From this we can see how 

the recommendations of Equal Chances helped in the development of the Guidance on the 

Education o f Children and Young People in Public Care.

In 2001, phase three of the Equal Chances Project was introduced, entitled Literacy, 

Attainment and Achievement. This was a two-year programme that ran until 2003, and its 

aim was to support local authorities in prioritising literacy in their service planning, and 

promote literacy strategies to improve literacy skills. At the close of the programme, which
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also marked the end of the Equal Chances Project, a guide was published, Education 

Matters. This publication explored the educational issues that concern children and young 

people in care, and suggested ways in which everyone involved with the education of this 

group can help. It provided information on bullying, early years, literacy, special educational 

needs, and the transition to secondary school and it informs about the importance and 

implementation of educational plans.

During the same period the Write A ll About it materials were published. These were a series 

of booklets, posters and poetry competitions. The Writing for fun  booklet encouraged 

Looked After children to write imaginatively and creatively, and gave useful tips on the 

different writing genres and techniques on how to improve on story writing. Poetry fo r fun  

was designed to promote poetry in a fun way: to encourage readers to write their own poems 

and to share them with others. The development of the series further supported local 

authorities in improving the literacy outcomes of Looked After Children. Brainwaves 

followed on from this series, which extends and develops the ideas of the Write A ll About it 

series. This new phase now included the development of a website to share ideas and 

resources.

Another highly significant project was Care about Education. This was an initiative that was 

funded by the Department of Health in partnership with the National Children’s Bureau, and 

was endorsed by the Department of Education and Employment. It ran from 1996-1999. Its 

focus was to gather information from a range of agencies, explore practical ways and address 

critical issues involved in raising the educational achievements of Looked After children. 

From the findings of the project, a training curriculum was produced that could be used for 

teachers, social workers and carers. The training package includes a range of modules that 

can be used discretely or as part of in-service development. The modules cover a range of 

practical and theoretical issues, and include topics such as Achievement and Attainment, 

Motivation and Behaviour, and Promoting Learning. The aim of the document is also to 

encourage interagency collaboration and provide practical tools that can be used both for 

individual agencies or large multidisciplinary organisations. It can act as a point of reference 

for information, or as a core resource for greater understanding of a particular issue or topic. 

One outcome from this project saw the development of the Care About Education Network. 

This is a network that offers professionals a vehicle to disseminate information and to share 

ideas. Communication via the network is through e-mail, by newsletter, regular meetings and
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seminars. The network offers support, advice and opportunity to discuss Good Practice. It is 

up to the discretion of each local authority whether these initiatives are implemented.

In partnership with The National Literacy Association and the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, The 

Who Cares? Trust, Right to Read, project was launched in June (2000). This project was a 

response to the Equal Chances Project, but it also built on the work of ‘A Book of My Own’ 

(to be discussed in the next section), and was also in response to evidence that generally 

children do not often have books around them: neither do they have access to them, nor are 

they given opportunities to read with an adult. The central aim of the project was to put 

mechanisms in place that show young people how fun reading can be and the importance of 

it. Another aim of the project was to assess the value of reading and to show its beneficial 

effects. The findings from this project found that in one local authority only £25 a year was 

spent on books in each residential unit for recreational reading. Following on from previous 

research, the Right to Read remit was to address other undisputed findings: that 75% of all 

young people leaving school who are in care do so with no qualifications, and that there is a 

need to promote and improve access to books for Looked After children.

The Right to Read project team worked with fifty young people and their carers from five 

local authorities. There were three main components to the project that were addressed, and 

one of these was Creative Achievement Days, where a forum was created to acknowledge 

the achievements of the young people who had been nominated by others as achieving 

personal educational milestones. This might have included a good school attendance record, 

passing an examination, or excelling in a sport; the issuing of certificates marked these 

achievements. Local literary groups were invited, as were the library services, bookshops 

and storytellers. A Starter Library was set up in every residential unit or children’s home in 

the project. The third component was the establishment of The Right To Read Road Shows, 

where the emphasis was on encouragement days for carers. On Road Shows, up to fifty 

carers at a time explored their role in relation to the literacy development of their charges and 

were given the opportunity to acknowledge their pivotal role and importance in child literacy 

development. There were other opportunities for carers to evaluate how they perceived 

themselves in the role of educator and to bring about a raised awareness of literacy 

development in the home. Carers were also shown the importance of sharing books with 

their charges. These awareness-raising days looked at the way books could become a part of
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family life; the selection of appropriate books was discussed and the best ways to get 

enjoyment from them. The carers were free to take home a number of books.

The National Literacy Association ran other literacy projects, including a book token scheme 

where each child participating in a book-reading scheme was given book tokens to select the 

books of their choice for personal ownership. The schemes were designed to encourage other 

local authorities to learn from previous success, and to raise awareness that funding must be 

made available for the purchasing of books. It was hoped that connections could be made 

between the library service and children in care, so that book reading, library use, and access 

to a wide range of reading literature becomes a part of good corporate parenting.

The Looking After Literacy in Kent scheme was yet another project by the Who Cares? Trust, 

only this time they worked in partnership with the National Literacy Association and in co

operation with Kent County Council. The project ran from 2001 to 2003 and was evaluated 

by the University of East London. The initial findings were encouraging, noting a change in 

reading attitude of both children and carers, and a greater enthusiasm for reading. This was 

held to be on account of the support and encouragement in reading and in using ICT. 

Schools, too, even reported a change in behaviour both socially and towards learning.

Seventy children in foster care, and a small group who were living in residential care, were 

given a selection of books, which they could now own, and, together with the use of 

information and communication technology (each child was given a Psion 5mx hand-held 

computer), it was hoped that their literacy skills would improve. And they did, with children 

becoming more enthusiastic when engaging with learning. Reading Road Shows around the 

county encouraged carers to participate, and both children and carers were required to keep a 

record of their reading activities. The project team devised a Reading Adventure Passport 

that acted as a reading reference guide, and the children contributed towards the production 

of a regular newsletter. To support the participants, Kent County Council appointed Project 

Visitors who were able to build close ties with the participants, visiting their homes and 

offering practical advice and support. I did ask if I could join the fun, but the team did not 

reply to my letter!
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Literacy developments in the care placement

Research into literacy in the care placement follows next, and I was interested in the work of 

Neuman (2000). This study was an experimental design piece of research with naturalistic 

methodologies, in which the author examined an interventionist project that targeted 

economically and socially disadvantaged children in three hundred and thirty children’s care 

centres. She wanted to identify what was done with books: how did social practice change, 

and what were the long and short-term outcomes of flooding children with books? A network 

of libraries was involved, and each worked collaboratively with each other to provide a 

language-enriched environment with many literacy opportunities that included puppet shows 

and story telling. The aim of the study was to promote storybook reading as a learning aid, as 

well as an enjoyable activity. The target group of children, aged between 0-5, were each 

given five books, and ten hours of training in monthly workshops were given to staff, 

focusing on a model of reading where they read aloud, employing read-aloud strategies and 

thematic activities. There was an emphasis on extending vocabulary and an exploration of 

the ways words and sentences were organised. Books were chosen that had a predictable 

pattern and a regular rhythm, and a ‘reading hour’ was established that was peaceful and 

conducive to raising interest and understanding. Repetitive reading of the same books was 

encouraged to enable children to reinforce language patterns, story structure and functions of 

language use, since familiarity with the story enhances pleasure. Discussion through 

questioning concluded the sessions.

The researcher drew from a sampling frame of four hundred three-four-year-old children 

across ten regions. She had a control group of children who were not involved in the study, 

but who were drawn from similar day-care centres to the ones in the study. The children 

were tested prior to the start and again at the closure of the study. The assessment criteria 

consisted of assessing the literacy skills of writing: the concepts of environmental print, letter 

-name knowledge, receptive language and narrative competence. To chart the project’s 

longer-term impact, there was an addition of a kindergarten sample, and a post-test sample 

was also included. The researcher assessed the physical environment by the use of 

photographs taken over the duration of the project to identify changes, which included 

literacy practices and events, stories read, and the interaction and communication between 

children and adults in both the control and treatment settings. Findings identified that the 

flooding of a range of high quality books did result in greater verbal interaction, and she 

claims that the children spent more time on activities related to book reading as a result of
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the intervention. Children in the treatment sample scored significantly higher on four of the 

six statistical assessment measures than the control sample. On a follow-up six months later, 

it was found there were still gains, and the author claims these results show that the physical 

proximity of books supports early literacy development. She also claims that books provide 

the psychological support that enables childcare staff to promote the literacy development of 

the children in their care.

Neuman recognised that there are two principle predictors of future reading success: trained 

staff to support reading exercises and an effective support structure. As compared with the 

control group, her findings showed there was significant improvement over one year in 

understanding the concepts of narrative, writing, print, and letter-sound correspondence. She 

found no statistical gains in environmental print knowledge, but recognised that 

environmental print represented visual cue reading and not de-contextualised language. This 

research interested me, because the findings in an earlier study by the same author had 

identified that merely flooding an environment with books or literacy per se was not enough 

to raise literacy awareness or promote its acquisition. In this study the trainers had been 

taught to develop greater inter-subjectivity with their charges, guiding their language use in 

their interaction with the text and in other literacy events. This showed me that any literacy 

initiative had to be truly interactive; it was not good enough just to provide the literacy 

materials or opportunities. The carer had to be deeply involved for any significant gains to be 

made. The carer had to interact in a meaningful discourse with the child, exploring the 

language uses of the text and extending the discourse beyond the text.

The author argues that intervention with specific disadvantaged groups may need a long-term 

commitment that would involve ongoing activities where children were engaged in a whole 

range of literacy-related activities using all their modalities and incorporating meaningful 

conversations, and she insists that oral language development must take priority. This study 

raised my awareness of the importance of carers in literacy development, and how essential 

it was to be appropriately trained to engage fully with the child and the literacy event.

The work of Menmuir (1994) continues the theme of carer involvement in literacy, but this 

study centres specifically on children in care. Menmuir’s study concerns the PRAISE project, 

(Partnership Reading Activities Involving Social Services and Education), and was a reading 

project of two years duration, where childcare workers (i.e. residential social workers),
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young people in residential units, and foster carers were specially trained to encourage a 

reading ethic. The carers were taught reading techniques to use with children and young 

people, aged between five-fourteen years. The project’s rationale was to assess reading 

outcomes from out-of-school reading activities that involved carers in a home situation: 

previous research tended to evaluate home reading schemes only in natural families. The 

incentive was to employ reading strategies that would promote the value of reading as one of 

the most essential skills needed to succeed academically. At the inception of this study, staff 

in residential units stated that it was very difficult to get children involved in the project, 

although staff and carers in both foster homes and residential units were eager to participate. 

Books and magazines were purchased that introduced a range of genres: providing a variety 

of fiction, non-fiction and reference reading resources, which were also based on interest. It 

was hoped at the closure of the study that there would be an increase in the frequency of 

reading activities to show both children and the care workers that reading was an educational 

activity that had benefits for all.

Care workers were encouraged to participate fully and to be actively involved in the 

education of their charges. They were made aware of the importance of acting as models for 

the children, so they could emulate the carers through the positive reinforcement of being 

seen as readers. The care workers were trained to incorporate the reading strategies of 

‘pause, prompt and praise’ techniques, together with using one of three reading models. A 

Shared Reading approach was the first of these three, and it involved the carer and child 

reading aloud to each other, followed by a discussion of the contents afterwards.

Paired reading was another model. It was most used by children who were non-fluent 

readers, or had other difficulties, or lacked confidence. The approach rested on an interactive 

relationship between the carer and child that was based on non-verbal cues to lead the carer 

in their responses. Observation was needed to identify when to read, when to listen, or when 

to interact with the reading material simultaneously. The third model was the Shared 

Partnered method. This simulated a more natural approach to reading, a reading approach 

that was more akin to real-life reading activities. Interaction between participants was more 

natural here than the other reading methods, and could occur in more naturally occurring 

situations. On occasions, the pair could read silently, but together; the proximity of the 

interaction was as important as the reading.
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Praise was a significant feature, especially for children with reading difficulties. The nature 

of the project demanded that major emphasis was on praise. Praise would reinforce positive 

attitudes. The study was evaluated by recording the reading sessions on a weekly record 

sheet. This included information on how the exercise went, the method used, reading 

material and the duration, etc. Different approaches were found to be used in different 

settings. The staff was aware of the impact of different approaches, but it was seen that foster 

carers gave more consideration to the particular methods used, and were more likely to 

change approach if the method proved unsuitable, or the strategies didn’t work. They were 

also more consistent and committed to reading with the children than staff in residential 

settings. The foster carer showed greater interest in the project and in reading with the 

children, and they had a greater perception of the way such schemes could bring about an 

improvement in reading ability. The foster placement averaged a reading session five times a 

week for approximately 10-15 minutes. The Paired Reading approach was the strategy that 

was favoured, and the author suggests that it reflects the more natural reading activity in the 

home setting.

There was a low return rate of record sheets from staff in residential units, and on further 

investigation it was identified that they saw the recording of the reading exercises as 

unimportant, or that it was often overlooked on account of their busy schedules rather than 

lack of interest in project. Menmuir concluded that reading schemes in both settings had 

been beneficial, but there was a need for closer monitoring by senior managers in residential 

units and a raising of the expectation of reading as an integral enjoyable activity within the 

placement. Overall, the care workers were enthusiastic to engage with the project, and were 

surprised that even their earlier comments about the reluctance of participants, the young 

people, were proved wrong. In fact, both the care workers and children enjoyed being 

involved. The author suggests that perhaps the care workers had formed associations with 

being read to in primary school, and memories had been evoked of books the children had 

enjoyed in the past. The findings of the project recommended joint-working partnerships 

involving young people as reading partners, and one scheme that was initiated was the 

Buddy Reading Scheme.

Menmuir recognised that future success or failure in reading at school rested on the reading 

climate of the home, and identified that the partnership between child welfare policies and 

educational policies did not fit comfortably together, suggesting that one of the main
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conflicts between the services lay in the nature of educational provision. He argues that a 

highly prescriptive National Curriculum, with its emphasis on competition between schools 

and league tables (and accounting for higher truancy and exclusion rates of children in care), 

results in access to educational entitlement being inhibited when there is a legal right to 

equal educational opportunity. He further asserts that there is a need to unite the different 

agencies in a common purpose that would have beneficial educational outcomes for these 

children. Projects, where there is collaboration between the two services (education and 

social services), can only result in a learning ethic and the formation of positive attitudes that 

will help children participate fully in school life and to have access to the full curriculum in 

the same way other children do.

Bald et al. (1995) like Menmuir, identifies that there exists between agencies a tension that 

needs to be resolved if the real needs of Looked-After children are to be met. He suggests 

that social service departments and educationalists have different priorities and perspectives 

that may have an effect on their commitment to any collaborative initiative, but he agrees 

that effective communication and liaison could be achieved through joint adult support in 

children’s reading. Bald’s small-scale research, A Book o f My Own, is a book-buying and 

supported-reading scheme that recognises the value of reading in any context, but 

particularly in the in-care population. The scheme’s ethos proceeds from the notion that 

owning books not only increases confidence, but also creates a reading culture, and promotes 

the idea that reading is a pleasure that can be shared with other people. Its primary aim was 

to enhance the status of reading as an enjoyable pastime, and create an ethos where books 

were seen not only as valuable in their own right, but could be shared and enjoyed with 

others in a sharing community. It is one such scheme that can help to engender pleasure in 

reading for Looked After children and. focuses on planned reading exercises between staff 

and children in a community home. Each member of staff was given a booklet, Sharing 

Books with Young children and each was assigned a child to read with. Twelve children 

ranging from teenagers to the youngest at three years of age participated, and each was 

credited with a £10 voucher to select and buy books at a local bookshop.

The aims and driving force behind this scheme is that staff will sit and read with the children, 

and share the reading experience; since research into paired and shared reading has shown 

this to be very important in promoting literacy development (Topping and Wolfendale 1995). 

The findings of the questionnaire sent to young people after the study showed a very
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favourable response. 88% of the respondents read books other than schoolbooks. 91 % 

owned books, and 89% had been encouraged to read by someone else. A massive 98% 

owned their own books and most were library users.

The reading approach used was the Shared Reading model, and all that was required was a 

few hours’ commitment in an environment that was warm and receptive, where time was 

made to discuss contents and to share common experiences. Bald came to the same 

conclusion as Menmuir: that staff in the residential setting did not prioritise their time to 

make the reading sessions part of their routine. The support given to the project was 

inconsistent and irregular, and, at the closure of the study, the commitment and consistency 

to find time to read was still proving difficult when all that was needed was ten minutes 

shared reading, a few days in each week. In a similar vein to Menmuir’s project, the children 

were keen to be involved in the project, and the reason for the children’s enthusiasm was the 

sharing of an activity with an interested adult.

The sharing of an activity that is enjoyable can act as an effective means of communication 

between carer and child; it can help in building relationships as well as having positive 

learning outcomes in the development of reading skills. Bald states that the effects of this 

activity go beyond the reading act. It may be the only opportunity that a child has of having 

the undivided attention of an adult. He asserts that vulnerable children need special efforts by 

carers to enable them to acquire effective and adequate reading skills. Even the act of 

listening was important if the adult was not able to participate in the shared reading 

experiences.

Bald recognises that learning to read in the informal natural setting of the home, whether this 

is a residential unit or foster placement, with regular and predictable support, will be an 

indicator of whether the child succeeds in reading in the school. He argues that it is always 

time constraints that will impede the development of regular reading sessions in residential 

units and foster placements, but asserts that it must be part of the framework of care, and 

must be accorded the same priority as other established practices. He identifies that reading 

activities in the home can forge strong links and effective liaison between home and school, 

and will act as a natural unifier between them. The place of books in placement can provide 

the opportunities for children to become familiar with bookshops, book clubs and libraries. 

Reading in placement, if it could be achieved, would be of incalculable benefit to children
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and young people, and the author suggests that book-reading initiatives should be introduced 

onto foster carer training programmes and as part of in-service training packages for 

residential staff.

For inclusion in this historical review and to embed the current research in an appropriate 

and relevant research investigation, I should like to include and draw from the work of A. 

Heath et al. (1989) This is an Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) sponsored 

longitudinal study of three years duration with a sample of children aged between nine- 

eleven in middle to long-term foster placement, with an average length of stay of six years in 

one placement. Forty-nine foster children were compared with a control group consisting of 

fifty-eight children who had not been fostered, but whose families were known to social 

services, and were receiving support from them. All were white/European. Both groups were 

recruited from one local authority and were attending mainstream schools. There was no 

significant difference between the groups: both groups fell below the national average on 

reading test scores; both groups scored high on behavioural difficulties.

The study explored some possible causes for low educational performance, even where the 

placements were considered secure and stable, and the foster carers had high aspirations for 

their Looked After children. Social workers, teachers, carers, and the foster children were 

interviewed. Social and economic disadvantage were not factors as the foster homes were 

more advantaged than the control social group, and were closer to the average normal family. 

The authors claimed that the foster homes were ‘educogenic environments,’ and could be 

seen as homes that would provide conditions for higher educational attainment than was 

normally found; these were homes that could have been seen as an escape from the 

disadvantages of their homes of origin.

The result of the study showed that Looked After children did not do as well as others who 

lived in their natural home; they were performing well below the national average on 

standardised attainment tests. It also found in the three rounds of testing over three years, 

that the children who were suspected of being abused or neglected scored significantly lower 

than the other foster children. The authors recognised from these results that pre-care 

experiences, and the actual event of being taken into care, might be responsible for 

depressing their attainment levels and their educational progress in middle childhood. These 

findings showed that a history of neglect and abuse before entering care had lasting effects,
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recognising that trauma from these early experiences would take a considerable time to 

overcome, though it was expected that achievement levels would improve when the children 

were frilly integrated within the foster home. Instead, it was found that the children did not 

improve over time although initial gains on standardised reading scores were made for very 

young children if the carers had good qualifications. These gains were not maintained over 

time, however, and it was identified that even middle class foster care did not raise the 

expected educational attainment. Even when children were placed in long-term settled 

placements from three to ten years duration, they still underachieved and continued to 

display a high degree of behavioural and social problems. The authors asserted that children 

in long-term foster placement also showed higher rates of behavioural problems at school 

than children in the general population, or those that are adopted. It was also found that 

adoption was viewed more favourably than long-term foster care, as it was less the 

permanence of the placement that mattered, but the expectation of stability and the sense of 

security that comes with the expectation of permanence. The authors recommended that 

exceptional inputs were needed to lift them out of their disadvantaged state. It would only be 

by providing ‘exceptional inputs’ that any significant improvement would be shown, and 

then it would only be to average levels of success, but they did not go on to say what those 

inputs might be.

One major factor to emerge was the lack of importance social workers placed on educational 

matters. Almost all social workers placed education and the development of children’s 

talents at the bottom of their list of priorities. The development of a positive self-esteem was 

also given a low priority, and very little of the ‘Boarding Out’ allowance was used to fund 

any educational resource. A most significant finding is the disclosure by social workers that 

information held by carers about educational progress was not included, or deemed 

important enough to be included, in statutory reviews, either verbally or in written form.

A large proportion of the carers in the study thought that decisions about behaviour, school 

issues and care planning, should be their sole responsibility. Social workers thought that 

decision-making should be made jointly between themselves and the carer. My own research 

will hopefully clarify and bring to light the specific role of carers and their perceptions of 

that role. In the A. Heath et a l study the foster parents were described as ‘model parents’, 

attending school events, encouraging library use and book-borrowing, supporting homework,
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and yet, despite this literate environment and the high expectations of the carers, the children 

still underachieved in school.

Three small projects deserve a mention as they are significant to this study, and will almost 

complete this historical review of previous work and current research: Read On -  Write 

Away (ROWA), the Buddy Reading Project, Life Story Work and Talking Pictures. The 

Buddy Reading Scheme is an innovative project designed to recruit young people in public 

care to become reading ‘Buddies’ to schoolchildren. It is a Derbyshire County Council 

Literacy Initiative and involves young people who are recruited from Care Leaving 

organisations. There are thirty projects running in the county, and sixty young people are 

being trained to give support to children in school for one hour a week. The training includes 

issues of confidentiality, health and safety, and they are expected to record their experiences 

in a training file. The success of the projects is due in part to the effective partnership of 

other agencies (The Basic Skills Agency/ Training and Enterprise Council/National Literacy 

Trust) as part of the Literacy Partnerships Network and ‘joined up’ service. There was also 

an enthusiastic response from the community and from the young people themselves, after it 

had been initiated in response to local need. It was a way of showing young people that 

learning could be enjoyable, even in school; it was a way of encouraging them back into an 

educational environment that may previously have had negative connotations for them if 

their school career was disrupted. It is hoped that by reading to children younger than 

themselves, that young people will feel a sense of purpose and belonging to a community. 

The services of the young people are valued, and this is having a very positive effect on 

confidence and pride.

Talking Pictures was a small-scale project funded from the National Year of Reading and 

delivered through North Tyneside library service, supported by other organisations. It 

involved seventeen Looked-After children aged fourteen-sixteen, who designed their own 

novel in eight workshop sessions. The aim of the project was to develop creative and social 

skills, as well as encouraging literacy skills and raising self-esteem. The children used a 

range of different media and artistic techniques, including photography, puppetry, mask 

making. At the close of the project a book was compiled entitled, I  was a Teenage Terror, 

and this was distributed to schools, clubs, libraries and youth centres. Accessing the young 

people to volunteer to join the project proved difficult, as many different people were 

involved in the care of the young people; some did not encourage the participation in the
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project, which affected attendance. It was felt that communication between project 

organisers and care workers would have been improved with more planning, and the 

organisers felt that such projects received bad publicity because they were offering the 

activities to a certain category of children, i.e. Looked After children. Overall the project has 

been successful.

Life Story Work has been included in this review, because I consider it to be one of the best 

initiatives for allowing children to explore their background and to work through the 

emotional currency attached to it. It is a little known initiative when one considers the 

importance of its work. Life Story work is an attempt to bridge the gap between ‘home’ and 

‘care’ for children separated from their own families; its theoretical rationale is that children 

need to experience continuity and a sense of belonging. Exploring and charting past family 

life and history give a child a sense of identity and a background which too many children in 

care can lose sight of. A child is provided with a history when they might previously not 

have had one. The work involves gathering information about a child’s past and present 

situation. Building up a history in the form of photographs, official documents, greetings 

cards, drawings, gift tags, etc, enables children to make sense of their circumstances and to 

come to terms with issues that may be affecting them. It is a therapeutic tool, and one that 

can create in children a feeling of continuity and shared care. By telling their life stories 

children can articulate any issue of concern, and make explicit any anxiety. Dates of special 

events and anniversaries are included, and anything else that forms a life history for the 

child. Through Life Story work children are able to talk with carers about life events, and it 

can help with the all important questions, such as Who am I, Where did I come from, What 

is happening now? Life Story work fits together the pieces of a child’s life that may have 

been disrupted by constant placement moves, abuse or illness. The book may be the only 

stable thing in a child’s life. Everyone involved with the child can contribute towards the life 

story, and this can provide the child with a documented record of the people who have been 

involved in his life. This can bring comfort and security if the experiences were positive. He 

is able to build his own ‘family’ from the people who are involved with him. This work has 

enormous potential, but we need to exercise caution in the stories that are being told. They 

have to represent the true reality, or else we are deceiving the children in order to protect the 

lives of adults. Life Story work should work towards making the child feel positive about his 

history, but it should not mask the truth of that history.
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Other research evidence

The last section of this chapter extends itself to include the works and research of Cohen 

(1968) and S.B. Heath (1982). This is a supplementary section, but one that is necessary to 

include, because literacy acquisition and development do not occur in a vacuum. Literacy is 

not a linear process of development, nor does it occur solely as a result of instruction, but is 

significantly influenced by cultural influences and emotional factors, factors related to 

learning potential and social pressures. I felt Cohen and S.B. Heath’s separate studies were 

valuable for inclusion, for they claim that socialisation processes in the home develop a 

specific conceptual learning style, and one which could be alien to the predominant learning 

style of the school. They claim the school is a middle-class milieu. This was most interesting, 

because, if children have a specific learning style before they entered school, which is not the 

same style of learning as that promoted by the school, then putting them into middle class 

foster homes, as identified in A Heath et al. (1994) study, would further disadvantage 

Looked After children because then both home and school are alien environments.

These two studies show that knowledge of the ways we learn, and the influences that inhibit 

learning must also be acknowledged, and therefore it becomes even more important to 

investigate ‘home-grown’ literacy. This is because different family groupings lead to 

different literacy expectations and different applications to literacy tasks.

Cohen identifies the two predominant learning styles as field-independent and field- 

dependent, or conceptual/ analytic and relational. She asserts that, when relational pupils are 

in an analytic school environment, then culture conflict can occur irrespective of natural 

ability. Identity is tied up with literacy practices. Both authors showed independently that 

children from impoverished backgrounds were at a disadvantage in acquiring literacy 

competence, because their ‘known’ literacy priorities were different from the school; as a 

result of the socialisation processes in the home, they had developed a learning style that was 

more objects related. The predominant style of the school, on the other hand, promotes a 

more analytical/conceptual style of learning. Osborn and St Clair (1987) and Aldgate (1990), 

have identified that the majority of children in care, or who come into care, come from 

impoverished working class families. This research by Cohen and S.B. Heath reassured me 

once again that we needed to look at the literacy culture of the home, and at the conditioning 

influences that may affect literacy development. If we waited for literacy to be developed in 

the school, then we would be increasing the difficulties for these children gaining sound
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skills because of the disparity between home and school literacy. I will draw together a 

synthesis of Cohen and S.B. Heath’s research.

In separate research designs, Cohen and S.B. Heath claim that educational disadvantage is a 

result of a specific learning style that is different to the indigenous learning style of the 

school. The ways children interact with material is dependent on, and influenced by, early 

socialisation practices, and the behaviour exhibited will reflect different learning patterns. 

They claim that the predominant learning style of the school is an analytical/conceptual 

style; it is a stimulus- centred approach that develops an ability to extract salient features 

from an embedded context, such as comprehending a difficult text and eliciting information 

from obscure sources. Both authors found that children from minority groups, who suffer 

socio-economic disadvantage and come from working class backgrounds, display a 

relational/non-analytic style; in other words they have a self-centred conceptual learning 

style that is more object-related, being based on a concrete reality. They claim that the style a 

child has is a predictor of how well a child does in the educational system. The relational 

learning style is found in the interaction and sharing of functions by low-status families, and 

is developed and sustained through the primary group, the family, and through participating 

with others who share the same values, norms and mores. Both authors claim that this 

learning style makes it difficult for children to adapt to the demands of the school. The 

family network sustains and reinforces these characteristics, and they become part of the 

cognitive apparatus. Cohen (1968) asserts that deprivation must be seen to be a result of 

particular learning characteristics, and that these characteristics can predict learning 

outcomes and educational achievement for the majority of children with this learning style.

Having a different learning style to the indigenous style of the school also creates 

consequences for the psychology and personality. As Cohen (1968:202) identifies,

... requirements of the school environment are largely analytical.
Pupils with inadequate development of these skills and those 
who develop a different cognitive style could be expected, not 
only to be poor achievers early in their school experience, but also 
to grow worse, comparatively, as they move to higher grade levels.

Cohen goes on to say that when the two styles meet (in school) then a culture clash and 

conflict can exist. She sees them as two mutually incompatible learning styles, irrespective
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of ability. Styles are formed by what we do with information, how much information is 

given, how we organise it, how it is selected, what is selected, and how the individual 

processes it. They evolve from social and psychological differences, differences in exposure 

to reading material; they evolve in dependencies on primary group interaction, in the 

development of concentration and attention, and in the application towards novel material 

and impersonal learning stimuli. Styles are formed as a result of formal styles of group 

organisation, and from interpersonal and socially processing behaviours. If there is 

congruence between middle class values and school values, then learning is optimised. 

However, if children interplay and intersect between different culture and value systems, 

then individual learning may not proceed satisfactorily.

S B. Heath (1982) conducted a comparative, ethnographic study of three communities in the 

USA, and showed the different ‘ways of taking’ from books. She studied language use in 

relation to bedtime stories and reading, and she explored language patterns and socialisation 

processes. The study identifies that use of literacy varies between cultures and social groups. 

Ways of using literacy are embedded in the socialisation process and in patterns of oral 

language use. She describes the literacy events of bedtime story-telling in a white working 

class community (Roadville), a black working class community (Trackton), and in a middle 

class community (Maintown). She found different language use meant different adjustments 

to school demands, even when there were pre-school literacy opportunities. She recognised 

that ways of taking from books will depend on the culture a child grows up in. She identifies 

the disparities between different social class groups in relation to their use of literacy, and 

how such differences can have educational consequences for the children when they go to 

school. S B. Heath (1982:61-64) identifies a field-dependent relational learning style in 

working class families and asserts,

that pupils with this style are unlikely to be rewarded in the school 
setting either socially or by grades, regardless of native abilities 
and even if his information repertoire and background of experiences 
are adequate.. .They have no way of keeping up or of seeking help in 
learning; what it is they do not even know they don’t know.. .are rarely 
able to take knowledge learned in one context and shift it to another.

The way that books are interpreted, the knowledge gained from them, identification of them 

with the external world, will be dependent on the children’s ‘known culture.’ It is also
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dependent on how children relate to the contents of books: whether books reflect their own 

reality, which has been learnt in the socialisation process. The ways of learning, S.B. Heath 

asserts, is through modelling, mirroring and emulating those around us, and ways of taking 

from books reflect this. She agrees with Cohen that early socialisation experiences determine 

a learning style, and are learned in patterns of child rearing and social organisation, She 

recognises that the school has to deal with a learning style that is different from the 

mainstream way ‘of taking’. Differences include ways of reading together, sharing a literacy 

environment and being exposed to environmental print.

Each community’s way of taking from the printed word and 
using this knowledge is interdependent with ways children learn 
to talk in their social interactions with caregivers.

S. B. Heath (1982:50)

S.B. Heath recognises that the analytical (or field independent) style is one that is identified 

with high achievement, and social and academic success. The style’s characteristics reflect 

raised awareness of abstract, non-obvious features of stimuli, meta-cognition, selective 

attention and heightened concentration. They are learned patterns of specific behaviour and 

cultural norms, strongly identified with the social group the child belongs to; therefore, it is 

not simply enough to supply children with books, as supported and identified in the research 

of Neuman (2000). These seminal studies show how different literacies are developed, and 

why it is important to study diverse family structures and subcultures that have their own set 

of constructed practices.

Commentary

In summary, I have given a historical review of government policy and initiatives that were 

implemented to draw attention to the underachievement of Looked After children. The 

Children Act, 1989, became the watershed for change, where the children were now to be 

consulted in the decision-making process affecting their lives, and where parents would have 

continuing contact and responsibility for their children, even though they were living apart 

from them. An SSI/OFSTED Report in 1995 found that local authorities were failing to 

promote or provide adequate educational resources, or monitor progress. As a response the 

Utting Report (1996) was commissioned, which recommended a major restructuring of the 

care service, and The Quality Protects initiative was the initial response. This project would
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reform and modernise the social services, and one of its major remits was to raise the 

educational achievement of Looked After children. This programme ran until March 2004. 

Each local authority was required to submit Management Action Plans, among other 

recommendations, to show what was being done to improve the life chances for this group of 

children. Action Plans were required that outlined the clear targets and objectives to be met. 

These were to include monitoring of progress, and providing information and goals in a 

Personal Education Plan that would be reviewed regularly.

Following on from the Quality Protects, Choice Protects was initiated to strengthen and 

reform fostering services. This included improved provision for carers to access specialist 

services and to help and support them in meeting children’s educational needs. At the same 

time, a report by the Social Exclusion Unit found that, despite all the interventions, carers 

were still not receiving training in supporting children’s education, and it highlighted a lack 

of communication and information sharing between agencies.

These findings led to the restructuring of Children’s Services: the development of Children’s 

Trusts and boards at local level, and a new Children’s department at Government level that 

unifies and brings together all children’s services under one umbrella.

Alongside these developments other recommendations were being implemented. A magazine 

published by The Who Cares? Trust bridged the gap, while these initiatives were evolving, 

by providing guidance and advice on the literacy needs of Looked After children. Charlie 

Griffiths (1999:5) the editor, suggested that carers were ill equipped to meet the literacy 

needs of foster children for the following reasons: they were uneducated themselves, were 

not very literate, were unaware of the importance of reading, and justified it by claiming that, 

‘others simply cannot be bothered.’ My research will show if this is so. She also asserts, 

‘that as a society we do not expect children in care to succeed.’

The Equal Chances project (1998-2003a/b), supported by The Department of Health, 

developed a whole-authority approach to improve the corporate parenting skills of local 

authorities: its intention was to encourage cross-departmental collaboration through the 

sharing and disseminating of information. The project recognised that,
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education is the key to the future but it is often 
given a very low priority by people who make 
decisions on behalf of looked after children and 
young people.

The project provides resource material and advice that would enable authorities to meet the 

objectives set out in Quality Protects. Care About Education was another initiative that 

focused on raising the educational achievements of Looked After children. Offering a 

training package to authorities to address the critical issues surrounding education, and, a 

support network that could be used by professionals to share information or solve any 

problem would do this. It enabled practitioners to belong to a sharing and caring community 

with like-minded people.

Bald et a l (1995) study identified the importance of creating a reading culture in the home. 

He asserts that local authorities should have a book-buying budget, and that all children in 

care should own their own books as well as being regular library users. Books should form 

part of a sharing reading community. His study shows how the impact of establishing strong 

literacy links within the home increases confidence, and the study’s recommendation is that 

carers will sit and read with their charges.

Literacy is a key issue in the education of all young people and
that promoting literacy in the lives o f ‘looked after’ young people could
be a key factor in enhancing their educational life chances.

Bald etal. (1995:33).

The Right to Read project was another initiative specifically aimed at children in public care. 

Its aim was to promote reading in the care population by putting in structures that gave 

children opportunities to read with an interested adult. This included setting up libraries in 

residential settings, involving community services with bookshops, and encouraging carers 

to take a more proactive role in literacy development by reading together and selecting 

appropriate books that would increase reading enjoyment. A wider recognition was made of 

children’s achievements, and these were acknowledged by the giving of awards. This 

successful project provides evidence that acquiring home-grown literacy skills is 

instrumental in engendering enjoyment in reading and success in school.
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The work of Menmuir (1994), followed by Neuman (2000), showed that carer involvement 

in literacy practices encouraged a reading ethic in Looked After children. Neuman’s 

experiment showed significant gains in reading competence in children who had been in 

constant and close physical proximity to books. The experiment also identified an increase in 

both verbal communication and range of vocabulary. Childcare staff was also supported in 

their reading activities, and it was claimed that training staff to support reading exercises 

would result in future reading success for the children. It was the active, interested 

interaction of an adult that was one of the principle keys to reading success. Flooding the 

environment with books alone or other literacy-enriched resources would not necessarily 

result in raised achievement. What the researcher found was that positive results only 

occurred when there was an interested adult who fully interacted with the child.

Menmuir’s study identified that future success in reading rested on the reading culture of the 

home, and his research involved training key staff to recognise the importance of creating a 

reading climate. He argued that barriers against providing adequate learning resources were a 

result of bureaucratic muddles, with different departments and services giving different 

weighting to educational priorities. Schools, he suggests, do not give disadvantaged children 

access to equal opportunity because of the market-led nature of school policy. This project, 

too, trained key staff in reading techniques and acting as role models, in the hope that 

children would mirror their example. The main approach rested on the close interaction 

between carer and child. Foster carers were more committed to the project than residential 

staff who found it difficult to record reading sessions, and often found it hard to find the time 

to read with the children.

Life Story Work, Book Buddies and Talking Pictures are three small scale projects designed 

to raise literacy awareness in Looked After children. The Buddy Scheme encourages care 

leavers to become reading ‘buddies’ to younger children in a school environment. The 

scheme encourages the recruits to see education as valuable and reading as a positive and 

enjoyable activity. Life Story Work involves the charting of personal history. Documents are 

gathered, experiences and events are noted, and these are then made into a book. This work 

allows children to work through their own personal experiences and to retain a sense of 

identity with the people that have cared for them.
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Talking Pictures was a novel project that involved seventeen young people in care. The 

project’s rationale was to develop creativity and social skills through the use of art materials, 

and a book was designed and produced that was distributed to key organisations and 

services. This project identified the difficulty of accessing a ‘hidden population’ and the 

barriers that can affect a project’s outcome. Communication between agencies was not 

effective. This affected recruitment, and the project director felt that such projects receive 

little public support because of the public’s perception towards Looked After children.

Despite the provision of a long-term, stable foster placement, children were still unable to 

overcome their care and pre-care experiences, which impacted on their educational chances; 

they continued to underachieve despite having settled placements. A. Heath et a l (1989) 

study showed that a stable environment was not an indicator for educational success. The 

authors claimed that pre-care experiences might be to blame, especially where there was 

neglect or abuse. Even in a constant environment, children still displayed high degrees of 

behavioural disturbance. The authors assert that pre-care experiences may have depressed the 

children’s attainment chances, and they recognised a considerable time may be needed to 

overcome this early disadvantage.

The last influential contributors to this review belong to the work of Cohen (1968) and S.B. 

Heath (1982). Their research is significant in identifying other influences that may account 

for educational underachievement: notably the learning style with which a child enters 

school that may be counter to the predominant learning style of the school. They claim that 

conflict exists when the relational learning style of the working class child is at variance with 

the more analytical style of the school. They assert that learning styles evolve through the 

socialisation process of the home, that ways of ‘taking’ from books and other learning 

material directly affects how the material is processed and negotiated, and that social class 

factors affect different codes of behaviour and learning patterns.
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CHAPTER 2

CURRENT KNOWLEDGE AND INITIATIVES ON LEARNING 

TO BE LITERATE

What obstacles get in the way of developing literacy in the foster placement, and what helps 

to promote its acquisition? This chapter is concerned with building on my historical 

knowledge and literature review from the inception of this research to the present. It explores 

how acquiring literacy skills is all the harder in a rapidly changing society: that is, the 

difficulties of improving the chances of becoming literate in a continually changing 

educational and social care climate. The chapter will also provide an evaluation of the most 

up-to-date findings to emerge from the statistics that have charted the results of academic 

performance of children in care from 2000 to the present.

Before any analysis of my own findings can be made, a number of key theoretical issues 

have to be discussed that will contextually embed my research. My own research findings 

are but a small contribution to a growing body of knowledge that shows the forces that 

inhibit or promote the development of literacy in the foster placement.

Lack of literacy competence or lack of educational qualifications is not confined to children 

who are Looked After. An Adult Literacy Basic Skills Unit (ALBSU) Report, in 1995, 

showed that one in five adults is illiterate. Illiteracy is a national disgrace when we consider 

that a school career spans ten years. Measured against these odds, the chances of a Looked 

After child acquiring effective literacy skills could seem slim. Illiteracy is one of many 

hurdles these children must overcome, and we must ensure they do not become an adult 

statistic. Therefore, action has to be taken long before a child leaves school. Hopefully, the 

provisions made in the Pathway Plans for care leavers, who fall under The Children Care 

Leaving Act (2000), will ensure that the continuing educational needs of these children are 

met now they are to be assisted in accessing further education, training and work. This 

lessens the chances of becoming an adult with literacy difficulties.

46



Building on the literature review

Before we can claim that Looked After children are being given every opportunity to 

succeed in education, we need to look at all who could play a part in this success. Never 

before in the history of public care has there been this unremitting challenge to improve the 

life chances for Looked After children and the thrust continued with the publication in the 

autumn of 2003 of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) Report: A better education fo r children 

in care. The report outlined five major reasons why Looked After children were failing in 

education: instability, too much time out of school, insufficient help when they get behind 

with schoolwork, primary carers ill-equipped and not expected to provide support and 

encouragement for learning, and Looked After children had unmet emotional, mental and 

physical needs that impacted on their education.

Alongside the SEU Report was the publication of the Green Paper, Every Child Matters 

(2004). This report offered guidance on the wider reforms in children’s services and focused 

on all children. The guidance examined ways to improve the future of children’s services, 

including looking at ways to reduce educational failure, particularly for Looked After 

children. The paper recognises the work that foster carers do, but carers were still not cited as 

a professional body of workers in the same way as teachers and social workers, or as valued 

members of the children’s workforce, although the report recognises that one of the main 

areas of change has to be in raising the status and perception of carers, and includes 

suggestions on how to recruit and retain them. There was also recognition that they have to 

be paid more adequate allowances (including paid leave), improved respite provision, 

provision of better working conditions and enhanced training opportunities. They are not 

represented as key stakeholders, working together and pooling information through inter

agency collaboration to form a unified children’s workforce. In fact, section 3.24 of the 

paper advocates ‘paid leave (from work) to balance caring with their work.’ It appears that 

foster carers do not work at looking after Looked After children but only care for them. The 

report recommends that foster carers could seek paid work in addition to their caring duties.

Three years after the inception of my own research, this publication supported my assertion 

that nothing much was being done to identify the foster placement as another potential 

educational site, or the carer as a potential educator, despite the welter of empirical research I 

have cited in my introduction and in chapter 1: that is, research which demonstrates that 

literacy development begins in the home, and home life influences the child’s performance at

47



school. The seriousness of this failure continues to be overlooked by Government and so- 

called experts in the field who fail to identify (or do anything about) the connection between 

the family home and educational success. This relationship was still being overlooked even 

though the paper made reference to its importance. This is what the paper Every child 

matters also identified:

• 1.14 Children are particularly affected by their experiences during the early 

years before they reach school age.

• Research suggests that parenting appears to be the most important factor 

associated with educational attainment at age 10, which in turn is strongly 

associated with achievement later in life. Parental involvement in education 

seems to be a more important influence than poverty, school environment and 

the influence of peers.

• A stronger focus on parenting and families. We need to pay more attention to 

the critical relationships between children and their families. When children 

cannot remain with their birth parents, we need the structure of the foster 

home to provide them with opportunities to develop personal autonomy, and 

the agencies that support the home should be working collaboratively to bring 

about this change and transition.

Despite these observations not much is happening at the level of the foster home in 

supporting carers to assist in raising educational achievement. Although the report appears to 

be implying that carers should be (even if they are not at present) dual partners to 

professionals, it is failing to see the full ramifications of equal partnership.

The report does recommend a reduction in the workload of social workers and the 

appointment of a local director of children’s services to oversee the work of both social 

services and education, but there is no mention about the allocation (or re-allocation) of 

resources, or increased budgets to meet the new financial demands that will arise from the 

proposed increase in allowances for foster carers.

As a consequence of Every Child Matters, the Children’s Bill passed through Parliament and 

became enshrined as the Children Act 2004. This new act now placed extra duties on local
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authorities with an expectation that they must now actively promote the educational 

achievement of Looked After children by making sure that Looked After children have their 

educational needs properly identified and assessed.

Educational outcomes

The unprecedented drive to raise literacy standards in schools began in the late 1990’s when 

the National Literacy Strategy was introduced. This was a strategy targeting all primary 

schoolchildren that hoped to create a reading culture and improve reading standards by 

introducing a literacy hour. This was an hour that would be devoted exclusively to reading 

and writing, and it was to be divided up between whole class, group and independent work.

In 1998 the government set a Public Service Agreement target that would be used as a 

marker for the concept of educational success for Looked After young people. This measure 

would be the gaining of one GCSE or its equivalent at any grade for all care leavers. The 

target had been set to narrow the gap between the educational accomplishments of young 

people in care and their peers in the general population, after it was established that 75% of 

care leavers left school without any qualification. By 2001, it was hoped that 50% of Looked 

After children at key stage 4 would achieve at least one GCSE or its equivalent, and by 2003, 

the percentage of Looked After children achieving this one GCSE was to rise to 75%. At the 

same time another target was set: that by the end of 2003/4, 15% of care leavers would 

achieve five GCSEs at grades A*-C The targets referred to Looked After children who were 

in care on 30th September and had been continuously looked after for at least a year. (Source: 

Children Act Report (2000).

It was during this period that the first-ever recorded National Statistics on the educational 

levels of Looked After children were published. Following the publication of the 

Government’s objectives for children’s social services (1999) statistical returns (OC1) 

‘Educational Qualifications of Care Leavers’ were required from local educational 

authorities with information about the educational attainment of all care leavers. This 

collection records the educational information at the point of leaving care. One of the 

objectives was ‘to ensure that children Looked After gain the maximum life chance benefits 

from educational opportunities... ’
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In 2001, another statistical return was required by authorities (OC2), which broadened the 

range of information to be collected to include the educational attainment at Key Stages 1 to 

3, including separate English and Maths results at 11 years old. The OC2 data also recorded 

exclusions, absenteeism, and SEN statements. Included in the returns were the Personal 

Social Services Framework Performance Assessment Framework (PAF) indicators: A2, the 

percentage of young people leaving care with at least 1 GCSE at grades A* - G, or GW Q; 

and C24, the percentage of children looked after continuously for at least 12 months who 

were of school-age and had missed a total of at least 25 days during the previous school year.

By March 2003, the PSA targets were revised and new ones set. Now only 10% of Looked 

After children needed to gain a GCSE or equivalent, at any grade, and 90% of Looked After 

children had to sit (not pass) a GCSE by 2006. There was uproar from many voluntary 

agencies with accusations that the government had now lowered the expectations of this 

group, suggesting that these children cannot achieve educationally.

The unacceptable state of affairs in educational attainment 
of children Looked After is reflected in the target chosen 
for the National Priority Guidance.

DoH Report (2000)

These new targets now took into account engagement in education instead of focusing just 

on a measurable outcome. This took into consideration other variables such as the numbers 

of care leavers disaffected by school, and those who had studied a course but had not 

completed it. The new targets stated that by 2006, children in care at age 11 should be at 

least 60% as good in English and maths as the peer population, disaffection with school 

would be reduced, and there should be a 4% increase each year to fulfil the 15% target of 

care leavers achieving five GCSEs, grade A* to C by 2006.

In line with the PSA targets for Looked After children, the government set itself targets for 

all 11 and 14 year olds. In order to raise standards in Key Stage 2 in English (and maths) the 

Government set national learning targets for 11 year olds: that by 2006 (and sustained until 

2008) 85% of children at this age should achieve Level 4 or above. For 14 year olds the 

government set another national target: by 2007, 85% of pupils nationally should achieve a 

Level 5 in English (maths and ICT) with this level also sustained until 2008.
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The following tables expressed in numbers and percentages provide a summary of the 

statistical data supplied by 150 councils in England at September of each year, 1999 -  2005. 

The key indicators cover the number of Looked After children who were of school-age 

during the previous twelve months: absences and exclusions from school, SEN statements, 

and educational achievements and outcomes at critical key stages including GCSE level. 

They do not include children who did not sit their exams. Most tables include comparative 

figures for pupils of all ages and from all schools and data for this is collected from LEA’s. 

Participation by independent schools is voluntary so any national analyses only include those 

independent schools which sent back returns.

The following information has been gathered from The Children Act Reports 2000-2004, 

DFES statistical bulletins and First Releases and Outcome Indicators for Looked after 

Children to 30th September 2000/01/02/03/04/05. ‘Outcome Indicators’ is a term used 

frequently in publication titles across government. It just means ‘results’. The outcome 

indicators are not provisional figures but final ones. (Source: DFES Head of Profession for 

Statistics)

Table 2.1 Number of children looked after and in school at 30th September 2000-2005

Looked-after children 

Numbers

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Number of children

Looked after 42,200 43,000 44,100 44,900 45,000 44,700

Number of

LAC in school 33,100 33,800 34,500 35,100 35,300 34,800

Sources: Dfes ‘Statistics of Education: Outcome Indicators for Looked after children: September 2002/2003y2004/2005 
(Volume)’ .Children Looked After in England (including adoptions and care leavers), 2004-05.

1999-2000: 42, 200 children were Looked After. Of those 33,100 were of school age.
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2000- 2001: in September 2001 there were 43,400 children Looked After. 33,800 children 

were of school age, a slight increase on the 2000 figure.

2001-2002: at September 2002, 34,500 children of the 44,100 children in care were of school 

age. There has been a steady increase since 2000 of the number of children entering care.

2002-2003: by September 2003, 44,900 children had been looked after for at least twelve 

months, a small gain on 2002 figures. 35,100 of these children were of school age

2003-2004: at September 2004, 45,000 children had been Looked After during the last 

twelve months. 35,300 were of school-age, again a slight increase on last year’s figures. The 

table shows that there has been a steady increase in the numbers of children entering care and 

staying longer than twelve months. The table also records a corresponding increase of 

Looked After children who are of school age.

2004-2005: by September 2005, 34,800 of the 44,700 Looked After children were of school 

age. The trend shows a steady and gradual increase in the numbers of children admitted to 

care during 2000 -  2004, with a slight decline in 2005. The trend shows a corresponding 

decline, in 2005, in the number of Looked After children who are of school age.

Key Stages Results

All pupils aged 5 - 1 6  must be taught the National Curriculum. The National Curriculum 

measures standards of achievement against attainment targets. These targets are divided into 

4 key stages designed for pupils to progress through the standards. By the end of each key 

stage most pupils are expected to achieve level 2 at key stage 1, level 4 at key stage 2 and 

level 5 at key stage 3. This is approximates to 1 level every 2 years, and at the end of each 

key stage pupils will take national tests. National tests measure the specific knowledge, skills 

and understanding that each child should have mastered by the end of each stage.

From 2005 the assessment criteria for 7 year olds was modified by the Department for 

Education and Skills, and, for this year and subsequent years, only teacher assessments are 

required: assessment being undertaken by the class teacher, where prior to this both National 

Curriculum tasks, tests and teacher assessments were submitted. This modification followed
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on from the results of a report Excellence and Enjoyment -  A Strategy fo r Primary Schools 

that showed a more flexible approach to testing at this stage needed to be introduced.

The following table outlines the performance of Looked After children compared with all 

children at each key stage. The results do not include a Value Added Measure: a measure of 

progress that pupils make between each key stage and which gauges the progress pupils 

make during each term. The overall results show that Looked After children continue to lag 

behind their peers though showing a gradual improvement.

Table 2.2 Children in Care reaching target performance in key stage tests, per cent, 

compared with all children, at 30th September 2000-2005

Looked-after children all children

Percentages

2002 2003 2004 2005 2002 2003 2004 2005

Key Stage 1 

Number who attained 

At least a level 2 in

Reading task/test 46.2 50.8 54.4 56 

Writing 52.4 48.5 48.3

84 84 

86 81

85 85 

82 82

Key Stage 2

Number who attained at least 

a level 4 in

English 34.6 37.1 39.9 44 75 75 75 79

Key Stage 3 

Number who attained 

at least a level 5 in

English 22.1 22.3 22.5 27 67 69 71 74

Sources: Dfes ‘Statistics of Education: Outcome Indicators for Looked after children: September 2002/2003/2004/2005 

(Volume)’, Statistical Bulletins and First Releases: ‘Statistics of Education: Special Educational Needs in England: January 

2004 (provisional)’, ‘National curriculum assessments for key stage 3 and key stage 2 to key stage 3 value added measure 

for young people in England, 2003/04 (Final),’ ‘National Curriculum assessments for key stage 2 and key stage 1 to key 

stage 2 value added measures for young people in England, 2003/04 (Final)’, ‘National curriculum assessments of 11 year
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olds in England, 2005 (Provisional)’, ‘National curriculum assessments of 14 year olds in England 2005 (Provisional)’, 

‘National curriculum assessments of 7 year olds in England, 2005 (Provisional and Final)’. Statistical Press release 

‘Outcome Indicators for Looked after children: twelve months to 30th September 2004, England, (restricted statistics).

As the table shows, 79% of pupils nationally attained level 4 in Key Stage 2 English in 2005. 

Compared to the equivalent figures for 2002/03/04 progress towards the national target of 

85% of pupils reaching level 4 by 2006 is doubtful. The figures represent no change for the 

years 2002/03/04 and a rise of 4 percentage points in 2005. If the same rate of progress is 

sustained the national target for 2006 will not be met. For pupils aged 14 years, 74% of them 

achieved a Level 5 in English. Again in comparison to the previous figures for 2002/03/04, 

the figures represent a rise of 2 percentage points for each year 2002/03/04 and a rise of 3 

percentage points for 2005. If the same rate of progress is made then it could be predicted 

that the national target of 85% by 2007 will be reached. Note: The figures for 2005 are only 

provisional. The Final figures are not due to be published until the summer Of 2006.

It seems unlikely that the Public Service Agreement target of 60% of Looked After children 

at age 11 doing as well in English as their peers by 2006 will be achieved.

Table 2.3 GSCE or equivalent performance of looked-after children compared with all 

children, at key stage 4, school year 11, ending 30th September 2000 -2005

Looked-after children all children

Percentages

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Number who obtained 

at least:

1 GCSE at grade A* 

to G or GNVQ

49 50 53 53 56 60 94 95 95 95 96 97.4

5 GCSE’s at grade 

A* to C

7 8 8 9 9 11 49 48 52 53 54 56.5

Source: DOH: ‘Outcome indicators for Looked after children 2001’, Children’s Act report 2001, DfES: Children’s Act 

report 2002, Statistical First Releases ‘GCSE and Equivalent results for young people in England, 2004/0 (Provisional)’,

54



‘Outcome Indicators for Looked after children: Twelve months to 30 September 2004, England (Restricted statistics)’. Dfes 

‘Statistics of Education: Outcome Indicators for Looked after children: September 2002/2003/2004/2005 (Volume)’

The results in Table 2.3 show that the PSA target for 2001 of 50% of care leavers achieving 

1 GCSE, grades A* - G or equivalent, was actually reached according to the Department of 

Health’s Outcomes for Looked After children published in 2002. (This is the document I 

have referred to throughout the five years of publication to assess the educational progress of 

Looked After children and young people.) If ‘Outcome Indicators’ are final results, as I was 

assured by a statistician at the Department of Education and Skills, there should have been 

rejoicing, but there was nothing, not even any press coverage. Nevertheless, if the result was 

correct then real progress was being made.

By 2003, the percentage of Looked After young people achieving at least 1 GCSE A* - G 

was targeted at 75%. The above table shows that 53% achieved 1 GCSE, the same as the 

year before, and only 9% achieved 5 GCSEs. The PSA target hoped there would be a 4 point 

rise on the previous year of care leavers attaining 5 GCSEs at grades A* - C, but this was not 

reached.

In 2004, school year 11, 56% of Looked After children achieved at least 1 GCSE or GNVQ. 

This figure is a rise of 3 percentage points on the previous year, which is encouraging, with 

9% of Looked After children obtaining 5 GCSEs (or equivalent) at grades A* to C and this 

remains the same as the year before.

The results for 2005 show that 60% of Looked After children achieved 1 GCSE at grades A* 

- G, or an equivalent GNVQ. 11% obtained 5 GCSE’s at grades A* - C. The trend shows a 

slow but steady narrowing of the gap between the educational attainments of Looked After 

children and all children.

By 2006, the percentage of Looked After children achieving 5 GCSE’s at grades A* - C was 

targeted at 15%. If the same rate of progress is made it seems unlikely that this target will be 

met.
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Table 2.4 Educational information of Looked After children and all children

Looked-after children all children

Percentages

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Number with a 

Statement of Special

Educational need 26 26 27 27 27 27 - 3.0 3.0 3.0

Number of 

permanent

exclusions 1.5 1.3 1 1.1 1 1 - - 0.1 0.1 0.1

Number who missed

25 schooldays 12 12 12 12 12 13 ..................................................

Number who 

remained in full-time

education 52 53 56 57 59 61 71 72 72 72 73

Source: DOH: ‘Outcome indicators for Looked after children 2001’, Children’s Act reports 2001, DfES: Children’s Act 

report 2002. ‘Outcome Indicators for Looked after children: Twelve months to 30 September 2003/ 2004/2005 England.

1999-2000: 26% had SEN Statements. Special Educational Need is a learning difficulty 

which requires children to have special educational provision made for them and data is 

obtained in the January school census, although other data are based on figures at September. 

12% missed at least 25 days of school (figures for this collection are not recorded for all 

children). 1.5% received a permanent exclusion. If a child was excluded permanently more 

than once in a year, then each occasion has been counted. 52% remained in full time 

education compared to 71% of all school leavers.

2000-2001: 26% had SEN statements, the same as the previous year. Coincidentally, 12% 

missed at least 25 days of school, again the same as the year previous. 1.3% received a 

permanent exclusion, which was down slightly from the previous year. 53% remained in 

full-time education compared to 72% of all school leavers, comparable to the previous year.
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2001-2002: 27% of children had a SEN statement, a slight increase from previous years. 

Interestingly, 12% of children missed at least 25 days of school, the exact percentage as in 

previous years. For this year there was a slight decline in the numbers of children being 

excluded, with 1% of children receiving a permanent exclusion. 56% of children remained in 

full time education, a small increase on previous years.

2002-2003: 27% had SEN statements. 12% missed at least 25 days of school. 380 (1.1%) 

received a permanent exclusion compared to 0.1% of all children. 57% of young people 

remained in full-time education compared to 72% of all school-leavers.

2003-2004: 27% had statements of special educational need, the same figure as the previous 

year. 12% missed at least 2 days of school, with 1% having a permanent exclusion. 59% of 

Looked After young people remained in full-time education compared to 73% of all school- 

leavers.

2004 -  2005: the figures for this year were similar to previous years. 27% of Looked After 

children had SEN statements. There was a small increase in the number of Looked After 

children who missed at least 25 days of school; with children being permanently excluded 

remaining the same as last year. 59% of children remained in full-time education. This 

compares with 73% of all school-leavers.

We can see from the tables, which really needs no explanation, how poor the educational 

performance of this group is. We can also see how movement to improve the educational 

chances of this group is very slow and how over-represented Looked After children are who 

have SEN statements when the national average is approximately 3%. These figures also 

show how likely it is for Looked After children to be excluded from school. The trends 

outlined show how difficult it is to raise the educational stakes for Looked After children, 

and although from the statistics we can gauge a very slow improvement, Looked After 

children still lag far behind their peers.

Improving the education attainment of children who 
need to be looked after by local authorities is a more 
difficult problem than originally thought.

DoH Report (2001)
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Data quality

As with all statistics the results outlined here must be viewed with caution and only used as a 

gauge of what might be happening. There are inconsistencies in the recording of data in 

addition to revisions and updates throughout the year, rounding up and down of figures, 

suppression of very small numbers, and sitting exams before or after coming into care 

compound the difficulty in recording accurate data. An improvement in the educational 

results year on year may only be because councils become better at gathering information 

and recording quality data. It is also complicated by the transient movement of children 

coming in and out of care (perhaps even in the same year)

Collection of data could be further complicated by loss of contact with a young person who 

leaves care: their educational record going unrecorded because of a failure to keep records up 

to date or a failure to transfer records to appropriate places. Young people may also sit 

exams earlier or later than their peer group, and two results could be recorded for the same 

child in the same school year if a child is permanently excluded twice in that year. Note: 

Permanent exclusions are not for indefinite periods. There may also be difficulties for local 

authorities submitting data to the Department because they have failed to obtain the data 

from some schools. Schools who fail to send in data before the cut-off date have to submit 

the results later in the year. In 2005, there were also data omissions because a high volume of 

GNVQ results went missing from the data supplied by the Awarding Bodies. Source: First 

Release GCSE and Equivalent results for Young People in England, 2004/05 (Provisional).

Discrepancies in the recording of data do occur and is why results can only give ‘indications’ 

of the educational attainment of Looked After children. For example, for the year ending 

September 2000, the results recorded in the Children Act Report of 2000 (published by the 

Department of Health) showed that 30% of Looked After children left school with one 

GCSE A* - G, and only 4% achieved at least five GCSEs A* - C. In 2001, the new Children 

Act Report (2001) showed the same figure of 30% (for the year 2000) for children gaining 

one GCSE A* - G. Yet if we look at Table 2.3 of the Outcome Indicators for Looked After 

children for the year ending year 2000, 49% of Looked After children obtained at least one 

GCSE A* - G and 7% gained five GCSEs A* - C. Since only thirteen authorities in the first 

cohort, 1999/2000, recorded sufficient information and reached the set targets, this first year 

must only be viewed as a guide of what might be expected in subsequent years.
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I found other anomalies both in the Children Act Report 2001 (published by the Department 

of Health) and in the Children Act Report 2002 (now published by the Department for 

Education and skills). Both recorded different figures from one other, and both set of figures 

were different to the Outcome Indicators recorded in the tables for the years 2000 -  2002.1 

found the discrepancies in the data curious and frustrating, especially as it appeared that the 

PSA target of 50% achieving a GCSE in 2001 had been achieved according to the Outcome 

Indicators recorded for that year, while the Children Act Report 2001 and 2002 recorded 

very different figures of 37% and 40% respectively. According to their figures the PSA 

target had not been reached.

I decided that if the difference in the figures was only one percentage point, then it would 

probably not affect the overall national figures. If the rise in percentage points was greater 

than this, then this would affect the overall results. The figures quoted in each report are the 

final figures and are not provisional or revised so any inaccuracies cannot be due to 

amendments or revisions. Note: ‘Historical data may differ from older publications. This is 

mainly due to the implementation of amendments and corrections sent by local authorities 

after the publication date of previous materials’. (Source: Statistics of Education: Children 

looked after by Local Authorities Year ending 31 March 2005 Volume 1: National Tables, 

published April 2006).

Unfortunately the benchmark for success in academic terms in schools is meeting the key 

stages of the National Curriculum and the achievement of GCSEs, so these statistics are 

useful in knowing how Looked After children compare with the general population. 

Statistics, however, are only useful as a gauge to show how much more there needs to be 

done, in and out of school, to raise the educational game for this group of learners, and they 

must not be used as a tool to label pupils and place them in a situation where schools may 

not welcome them, because of the increasing pressure on schools to get ‘results’.

It is also unfortunate that schools are only judged to be a success when 50% of its pupils 

fulfil the criteria of achieving five or more GCSEs. If schools achieve less than a 25% 

success rate for pupils gaining these awards, the school is considered to have serious 

weaknesses and can be put into special measures. This has serious implications for Looked 

After children.
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The government peddles success. Indeed, it is preoccupied with it.
Targets and league tables rule the day. Schools, universities, hospitals, 
local governments, the railways are all being measured and judged 
against performance targets.

Hartley-Brewer (2002:31-33)

School literacy development

The considerable coverage in the press of the exam grade inflation fiasco of 2002, and the 

continuing yearly coverage by the media of accusations that standards are now ‘watered 

down’ does not give us faith in the school and exam system, and this at a time when the drive 

is to raise the educational standards of Looked After children. There have been many claims 

that this is happening, reinforced with comments such as,

for all the Government’s boasting about its great 
success with the literacy hour in primary schools the fact 
is that standards in secondary schools are still -  thanks to 
fundamental flaws in the literacy scheme and epidemic 
cheating in school tests -  shockingly bad.

Phillips (2003:12)

Woodhead, the ex-Chief Inspector of Schools, described Britain in 2002 as living in ‘an

educational cloud cuckoo land’. Our Looked After children must play no part if ‘success’ is

through dishonest means, social engineering or any discriminatory practices that do not 

reflect authentic ability. All negative publicity about grade inflation and watering down of 

results only serves to depreciate true achievement and will not make Looked After children 

feel they have achieved something really worthwhile when they do get the results now 

expected of them.

... in the last 30 years, academic standards have fallen 
and bright children are not adequately stretched. The 
GCSE, for example, is the ‘exam that no-one can fail’ 
and has arguably pulled much of the educational system 
down.

Lea (2002:62)
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Schools have many pressures that can impact on the goals set out in the new Children Act. 

2004. The Schools Admission Code o f Practice (2003) identifies Looked After children as a 

disadvantaged group and recognises the admission difficulties for these children. The Code 

recommends that local authorities give priority to children in care by allowing admissions 

procedures that might fall outside the normal admissions criteria. Recommendations, 

however, are not the same as having a duty to comply with the guidance given, and in 2004 

the government unveiled its five-year education plan that could appear to give schools even 

more chance of non-compliance. Schools now had increased powers to manage their own 

affairs, including autonomy over their own admission policies. Concerns were now aroused 

by the Education Select Committee (2004) about overseeing schools to ensure their 

admissions procedures remained inclusive. The Committee feared that Looked After children 

could be further disadvantaged.

Schools have other pressures, too, which can impact when making decisions about 

admissions. The Education Minister in late 2003 was urging schools to teach pupils from 

other lands the language native to them, even though the Home Secretary was calling for all 

immigrants and those from ethnic minorities to learn English in order for them to be a fully 

integrated and active participant in society (Daily Mail, October 16th2003: 29). Moriarty, a 

columnist in the Daily Express, informs us that detention is now outlawed in schools.

Teachers have been banned from handing out 
detention to unruly pupils because education 
bosses fear they are breaching schoolchildren’s 
human rights.

Moriaty, January 6th, 2003:2.

The implementation of a new National Curriculum in 2000 saw the development of a 

modularisation system. This system now made it possible to ‘modularise’ subjects, 

completing units instead of studying one block of knowledge all at once. If a candidate failed 

a module it became possible to re-sit until the outcome was successful. This also allows more 

time to work through each unit, which means that many candidates are able to get higher 

grades and many passes, and a low failure rate. This reflects in the national tables. This type 

of learning can mean there is the time and space to consolidate the learning material and this 

can work well for students who have missed out chunks of schooling, but it is questionable
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whether students are really learning how to learn by this method. Curriculum 2000 also saw 

the launch o f ‘booster’ classes in the core subjects of maths, English and the sciences. This is 

a ‘crash course’ of programmes designed to get children through their exams.

The National Literacy Association’s Education Officer argued in 2003 that:

• Inspectors have said about Curriculum 2000, which was devised to give all 

schools a clear curriculum model, and cost £163 million, that it has achieved 

much less than intended. The range of subjects has not broadened 

significantly and the scope of teaching within subjects has narrowed. In other 

words it has had exactly the opposite effect to what was intended.

• The National Literacy and Numeracy Strategies have not brought any real 

improvements in pupils’ achievements. Inspectors asked for a review of the 

elements in the National Literacy Strategy.

• Key Stage tests at 7, 11 and 14 cost enormous amounts of money and are said 

by parents to cause unnecessary stress, and by teachers to produce unreliable 

results. Key Stage 2 targets will now be dropped.

In February 2002 the DfES published its Green Paper, 1-19: Extending opportunities, raising 

standards. This report announced that more vocational GCSEs would be introduced, such as 

applied science, engineering, and business studies. These courses would allow pupils aged 

fourteen and upwards to learn work-based skills, take up work-related courses, and work in 

paid placements.

The recommendations also outline the fast tracking of brighter children, skipping GCSEs 

altogether and going straight onto AS levels. I am not sure whether all these changes from 

year ten will not complicate even more the accreditation route for schools having to deal 

with transient pupils. Skipping major stages in learning development is not such a good idea 

when knowledge and skill building requires a slow steady growth, and expansion of the 

knowledge and skill base built on existing knowledge and skills. You would not build a 

house without first putting in the foundations.
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Virtual Schools is another initiative to try to address the issue of underachievement, and 

Liverpool Council was one of the first councils to launch a virtual school. Virtual Schools 

deliver e-leaming packages via a computer. They can provide Looked After children and 

their carers with additional tuition outside of school hours. The children are able to get extra 

support designed to help them improve their school performance, and designated teachers, 

who have responsibility for monitoring and charting the educational progress of every 

Looked After child, advise and support the programme with study aid support and learning 

materials.

In another effort to improve the educational chances of this group, plans were drawn up in 

2003 by the Education Minister (of the time) to send Looked After children to private, fee- 

paying boarding schools. This seemed to be an uncharacteristic proposal, given the 

egalitarian philosophy of the present government who abolished the assisted places scheme 

when they came to power in 1997 because the scheme was seen as inequitable. Public and 

private schools are seen as privileged. One reason for this proposal rested on the belief that 

boarding schools could provide more stability and continuing care, because instability of 

placement had been identified as a major factor in poor educational attainment. Bamado 

records in The Times, 13 June 2003, that social services already had the power to buy in 

services from the independent sector, but did not do so on ‘ideological grounds’, viewing 

private education as elitist and unfair to children being educated in the state sector.

In an effort to widen access to higher education, the Government also introduced at this time 

an ‘Improving Retention’ fund, where extra cash was given to some universities to support, 

throughout their chosen courses, students who came from poorer, more disadvantaged 

backgrounds. This special funding, which was cash from the Higher Education Funding 

Council, was also allocated to students who may not have fulfilled the admissions criteria, 

but who came from a minority group.

The binding crisis in 2003/04 did not help to assist the passage in raising achievement. This 

arose because overall spending had increased, and changes to meet new pension, National 

Insurance contributions and salary scales were not adequately funded. There had been 

wrangling between government and local authorities with accusations that authorities had 

been mismanaging their budgets, because schools were not getting the extra funding from the
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local authorities that had been allocated to them. Local authorities counterattacked and 

accused the Government of not meeting the new demands.

Funding issues had struck local authority social services earlier when the increasing diverse 

needs of Looked After children threatened good service delivery. In the Community Care 

magazine (February 21st 2002) The Association of Directors of Social Services (ADDS) 

claimed that councils were having difficulty ‘keeping afloat’, and are ‘creaming off funds 

from other essential services (as well as raising council tax) to cope with the increasing 

demands on their budgets.

Arun (2003) argues that any new money always comes with too many strings attached, and 

asks if the public sector organisations will be given sufficient resources to allow them to 

allocate enough people to improving service provision, or whether improving service 

provision will be just another spinning plate to impress audiences and voters.

The funding, which has been released into the system to try and improve things, has been 

substantial.

• In 2003/04 £19.75 million was given to local authorities to improve and 

strengthen fostering services, some to be used to train foster carers.

• The SEN small programmes Fund.

• The Children’s Fund.

• The Standard Fund foster children’s education.

• Vulnerable Children’s Grant: £84m for 2003/06, to help raise the education 

of children in care.

• Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS). £140m grant for 

Child and Mental Health Services

• Choice Protects: £113m for the years 2003 to 2006, some of which should be 

used to support and train foster carers.

During 2003-4, in response to the Choice Protects Programme, each local authority was 

allocated £19.75 million to improve and strengthen existing services and to initiate new ones. 

It was hoped that each authority would now be in the process of implementing even more 

changes to their fostering practices and policies. Despite this intervention there continues to
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be a crisis in foster care recruitment, and, according to Frean (2003), children are moved 

between foster placements every few weeks. Prasad, in an article from The Guardian (2003), 

argues that the unfair treatment of carers is also fuelling the difficulties.

In a letter to all Chief Executive’s in 2003, the then Minister of State for Health wrote, ‘I 

expect each local authority to put this money to good effect -  for example, to improve the 

support and training offered to carers...’ The SEU Report (2003) reported that the Quality 

Protects funding, some of which was earmarked for improving the fostering service, was not 

being spent on it.

Choice Protects funding, worth £113m over 3 years, is ring fenced 
for improvements to fostering services, including measures to 
promote placement stability. Funding can be used to help foster 
carers to support children’s education.

Source: Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (2003:4).

With the thrust to reform all the major services, the real needs of children can get submerged 

beneath a tidal wave of change. There are many influences that impact on the ability of 

services to raise achievement. Some are subtle and some have a more direct effect. Adoption 

issues have in recent years placed fostering in the backwaters as the drive has been towards 

more permanency through adoption. These pressures, along with continual demands for 

change in meeting performance criteria that came into force with the introduction of the new 

Performance Ratings for Social Services in 2003, demand high standards of practice. All 

exert a pressure and threaten efforts to raise achievement.

The increase in older children and young people being admitted to care - and staying in care 

longer (DoH 2001) - means increasing demands are made on shrinking resources. Even the 

impact of devolution in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland may in time show 

that instead of having a unified service delivery, the services have become fragmented and 

fractured, and, depending on where you live, determine the quality of care provided. 

Diversity does not necessarily mean unity when services are disparate and unequal in service 

delivery; it may not strengthen, but weaken, a unified fostering service and our services to
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children. Reform has brought about changes in infrastructures, organisation, management 

policies and implementation, but budgets are squeezed as areas are prioritised.

What happens when all the initiatives have gone home, the money has dried up and the heat 

is turned down and attention is drawn to some other electoral issue? Funding for the Quality 

Protects initiative ran out in March 2004. (£885m over five years) Has it been wisely spent? 

Denise Platt, the then Chief Inspector of Social Services, speaking at a conference in 

October, 2001, stated,

thereafter [after 2004] the funding will become part of mainstream 
budgets and it would be up to councils to maintain the improvements.
That’s your challenge and not ours.

It becomes all too obvious why these children underachieve in education and there must be a 

concern that this plethora of interventions may be diverting attention away from being 

proactive with the children or with foster carers on the front-line. Changing priorities divert 

attention away from fully engaging with Looked After children and young people, which 

will impact on their ability to perform and succeed in education, and inhibit the development 

of literacy. If agencies and departments are continually being buried under constantly 

changing policies (new legislation, new targets) then something or someone has to suffer 

while these changes are being implemented. Raising the educational level of a group of 

disadvantaged children may get lost amongst such hectic activity.
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CHAPTER 3:

STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND METHODOLOGY

This research sought to explore the contribution carers made in providing a literate 

environment in the foster placement, and to assess how carers perceived themselves as 

educators. These were my central aims. The choice of research focus has been influenced by 

current debates, government interventions and academic discussion, all of which claim the 

education of children in local authority care is in crisis, and that local authorities and schools 

are not as good a corporate parent or educator as they should be in supporting and promoting 

educational opportunities of the children in their care (Fletcher 1999). The intention of this 

research was to find out if the foster placement is in any way responsible for this failing. This 

chapter is divided into four sections, each identifying a specific aspect of data generation. 

The first section explores the research problem. The second section explains the choice of 

methodological instruments used. Section three explores sampling techniques and the 

sampling frame, while section four looks at access and ethical issues.

A big problem is a series of little problems, so my research evolved from a series of little 

steps. This prevented me from running in all directions and enabled me to keep focused; it 

also kept the research process systematic and rigorous. Therefore, in order to make sense of 

all the data that I gathered, I first needed to have some kind of conceptual framework to work 

within and to keep the research ‘tidy’ as far as possible.

In my introduction I have acknowledged how very important it is for intellectual growth to 

promote literacy awareness and development in the home. I have also identified in chapter 

one other researchers in the field and their methods of investigation, and I have given an 

account of projects involving book schemes in residential units and in schools involving 

children Looked After.

My literature review shows that sharing knowledge within the home and socially interacting 

within a known community establishes known ‘literacy’ rules: that is, social literacy rules 

that become a part of the socialisation process within families. The review also shows how
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influences from the environment impact on the learning process, and how these dynamic 

learning processes operate within the family setting.

Now I wish to extend the concept of family literacy development to explore the foster home. 

It is essential to gain an understanding of literacy development within this home situation, 

now that it is the major provider of care for children who do not live in their own families 

(Haydon et al. 1999). There is a need to explore ‘alternative home’ literacies and to identify 

specific events and practices between diverse family structures, since ‘family’, as a concept, 

has changed from its perception as a nuclear unit of two adults, married, with 2.2 children, to 

one where there are many different family arrangements. Literacy development and practice 

is not a unidirectional process, but one where the practices and processes are fluid, 

changeable, embedded within a social context, and in different family constructions. Literacy 

acquisition in foster placement is a unique educational setting, but it is one that also has 

different ‘types’ of fostering arrangements: specialist, family link, respite, remand, long and 

short term (Schofield 2000). So we can see that carers are not a homogenous group or any 

foster home an atypical foster placement.

The literature search would continue to be ongoing and form part of my data collection, 

because it would keep me informed of changing priorities, new developments and new 

research. It would support my own research, introduce me to key issues and enable me, in 

the first instance, to formulate my own research design and methods of data generation. I 

would also draw on the work of other researchers throughout this investigation to promote 

any argument and to broaden my discussion when my findings and results became known. 

When a research investigation is of several years duration, there is a constant need to modify 

existing priorities as others emerge. Therefore the literature review and search for new 

supporting evidence would continue to grow and emerge. My analysis cannot just be 

restricted to my own findings; otherwise theory cannot evolve and develop.

The research problem

What is it that I wanted to know? The specific research problem area has to emerge gradually 

by a process of elimination. I wanted to find out what literacy opportunities were in place in 

the foster placement and to understand the specific contribution carers made to literacy 

development. I needed to know if carers had knowledge of the importance of giving literacy 

opportunities, and whether they provided them. How did they foster literacy in fostered
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children? Who were the carers and what were their perceptions of themselves as educators? 

What were their own literacy practices, and how did they regard their own literacy 

competence? Were they educated themselves? What was their own standard of education, 

and did some have literacy difficulties themselves? Griffiths (1999) said they did. How 

equipped were carers in promoting an educational work ethic? Did they value educational 

effort? How did they perceive their role in relation to the school and the placing agency? 

Did they have to undergo training, and, if so, did it involve literacy awareness? How 

significant was the literacy development of foster children to carers? Were there difficulties 

in providing or promoting a literate environment? I also needed to understand the subtle 

influences that inhibited or promoted literacy development within this setting.

Research objectives

I had literally hundreds of questions swimming around in my head! I had identified my 

central aims; now I had to determine what my main objectives were, develop a theoretical 

framework, and frame my initial questions. My main objectives for undertaking the research 

were:

(i) To generate an acknowledgement that literacy development in the home is 

as important (if not more so) as literacy instruction in the school and should 

be part of policy and practice in foster placement.

(ii) To increase understanding of the relationship between literacy, learning 

and personal autonomy of a marginal group, and the need to equip such 

groups with ‘literacy life skills’.

(iii) Provide recognition (hopefully) of the important role carers play in literacy 

development.

(iv) To promote an understanding of the need to put in place an infrastructure 

that supports the development of literacy, irrespective of funding criteria.

I was narrowing the field in defining my research focus, and now I had to decide how to 

utilise my questions and decide the framework in which they were they going to be asked. 

The direction of my initial questioning would be influenced by five important ideas. One was 

from the A. Heath et a l study (1994:459).
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We doubt, given the evidence reported here, that the 
explanation (failing to achieve despite being in 
long-term, stable placements) will lie in insufficient 
attention on the part of the foster parents to the children’s 
educational needs.

I sought to find out if the suggestion is true. I was also interested in the following idea that 

came from the magazine, Breaking their fall.

Some carers are perhaps not aware of the importance 
of reading with a child. The most vulnerable may 
be cared for by the least qualified.

Griffiths (1999:5)

The next pertinent thought came from Bald et al. (1995:19)

.. .more needs to be done to ensure that carers are fully 
informed about the educational progress of the young 
people they are looking after.

These quotes were supported by Menmuir (1994) who claimed that children may have 

limited exposure to adult interest in educational matters, because the adults may not have had 

positive experiences of education themselves to support the children.

It is they (foster carers) who talk and play with children, 
read books and listen to reading, choose books and toys, take 
them to the library, on outings to places of interest and create 
a family environment which may do more or less to contribute 
to the child’s cognitive development. They also, implicitly or 
explicitly, provide health and social education and have the 
opportunity to teach the child skills which are not included in 
the school curriculum, but may be very important in adult life.

Jackson (1988b: 10).

Is this important thought from Jackson also true? Do carers provide this educative 

environment? I earnestly hoped so, and I drew from the quotes and determined to find out 

for myself
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Apart from gathering data about the literacy practices in the home and the perspective of the 

carers, I was hoping to generate some clues as to why children continue to fail educationally 

in stable foster homes. Would I be able to detect subterranean influences to find clues for 

under-performance? I hoped to be able to learn everything that impinged on the literacy 

learning process, and, even though it might not have direct relevance to the investigation, it 

would deepen my understanding of the dynamics within the foster placement. The skill of 

the researcher is in drawing inferences from the accounts given, and from observation of 

people who are usually complete strangers at first. Was it also true, as claimed by Griffiths 

(1999), that carers had little knowledge or skills to promote and provide a literate 

environment? I was beginning to feel like a detective. I wanted accuracy in my results, so the 

questions posed had to reflect exactly what I wanted to find out.

What other information did I need? Do carers read stories regularly, daily? Do they read 

bedtime stories? Are the children given opportunities to read with an interested adult? Are 

there plenty of books, magazines and comics in the home? Are there plenty of crayons, 

pencils in sight? Do children have use of a computer? Are they encouraged to write thank 

you notes, cards and letters? Do the carers involve themselves with school matters, attend 

parents’ evenings, encourage homework and take an interest in education generally? Are the 

children attending school regularly? What influences impact on attendance? Do the children 

have a school advocate / a designated teacher, who takes an interest in them personally? Do 

the family visit places of interest, belong to a library, and give books as gifts? These are 

some of the questions that were addressed.

I needed to remain clear about the main aims and objectives of my research design. The 

major underpinning theory (or idea) of this research was on the foster placement as a 

potential educational site and the carer as a potential educator in developing literacy 

competence. I wanted to obtain an in-depth description of the literacy dynamics within the 

foster home, but I wished to focus only on the principal carer, and only seek information 

from them. I did not extend my investigation beyond this aim. I wanted carers who were 

unrelated to their foster children, and they could be drawn from local authority social service 

departments and independent fostering agencies, but not from private fostering 

arrangements. No distinctions were made between lengths of stay of any particular foster 

child. I had to keep these fundamental principles in the forefront of my mind when 

developing my working practices.
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The research question

There has to be a starting point in any investigation, so the scene must be set by asking 

appropriate questions at the outset to act as a springboard for further development. In this 

initial phase I had to ask a ‘why’ question as well as a ‘what’ question; otherwise the 

investigation would lead towards a more descriptive analysis, rather than one that sought to 

find the reasons why a certain phenomena was occurring, though it is true I also needed to 

find out what actually was occurring. I wanted to extend my investigation beyond a 

descriptive analysis to find explanations. Could underachievement be due to the level of 

education of the foster carers, or due to their own negative educational experiences? If either 

condition exists, then developing literacy in the home would be made all the more difficult. 

Could it be due to lack of opportunity in the home or factors related to the school? Would I 

find relationships between these variables? My literature review was already giving me 

clues. Further clues and answers would be found by asking pertinent questions, probing, 

becoming more enlightened about what was going on, gaining deeper insights, finding out 

what actual practices, opportunities and events were taking place, and how carers perceived 

their role as educators. It would also involve finding out if recent initiatives had changed 

carers’ perceptions of how their role should be fulfilled.

Research shows that it is the active participation of parents/family that is the main 

determinant in successful literacy promotion. Were carers actually engaging with the 

children? (Neuman 2000) I wanted to know if carers engendered and fostered an ethos for 

learning by consistent encouragement, support and active involvement. The main research 

questions that needed exploring were these:

(i) What literacy opportunities, events and practices are taking place 

(or not taking place) in the foster placement?

(ii) Does the foster home foster literacy development?

(iii) How equipped are carers in providing a literate environment, and 

do they perceive themselves as having an educational role?

(iv) Why are children still failing academically, despite some being in stable,

long-term foster placements? How do we know carers are not partly

responsible? This question is a supplementary one, and my design will 

probably not allow me to fully explore the reasons; however, I will still
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look for clues, cues and covert influences that may account for this 

phenomenon.

Methodological instruments

Drafting the precise questions was the next stage but which methodological instruments did I 

want to use and why? What would be my information-gathering process? My emphasis 

would not be solely on the end product or outcome, but would involve giving an account 

(and explanation of) the process of the research. After all, who could tell at the outset if the 

intended end product would be realized?

Because I only wanted to explore one small facet of family life and not general family 

dynamics, The Family Assessment and HOME Inventory Assessment tools were not used. 

Ultimately, I only wanted to provide an account of the literacy practices within the foster 

home: an account that was balanced and impartial, which hopefully would make a 

contribution in furthering our knowledge of the educational practices and literacy 

opportunities within these homes. I wanted to find out how literacy was being developed, 

about the literacy opportunities inside and outside the home, and what actual events were 

taking place.

Research has many twists and unexpected turns, and is not a straightforward process 

that can be neatly packaged. I had found that out early on. Before I could analyse data I had 

to generate it. I decided that the only way I could address the many questions identified was 

to conduct a small focus group of experienced carers and a pilot study in the first instance: to 

assess the viability of the research area, to find out what the reality is for the carer, and. to 

iron out any misunderstandings. This was to be followed by a small and simple questionnaire 

design, and then by structured, and semi-structured, interview schedules.

Focus group

The research process began when I met a very experienced carer living within my locality. 

She became my key informant and helped me to clarify the research aims and objectives 

before the investigation proper. Through networking within my local community, I was able 

to meet, on two occasions, another two carers, and they were also able to point out major 

issues relating to foster care, and provide other useful information and guidelines. These 

carers formed the focus group, but were not included in the cohort of carers that were
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eventually investigated. The carers in the focus group would offer valuable help in the 

development of the survey questions by drawing on their expertise in the research arena, 

allowing me to make adjustments and amendments and modifying my research objectives as 

necessary.

Pilot study

The small pilot study would assist me in the further development of my questionnaire by 

commenting on design, structure and wording and by ironing out any further irregularities 

before I distributed them to a wider audience. Now I had to decide how I was going to draw 

my sample, and what sampling frame I was going to use. There was no specific sampling 

frame that I could draw from, as this cohort is very much like a hidden population, and I 

would probably have to generate it from a variety of sources. I decided the sample could be 

gathered from two main sources, independent fostering agencies and social service 

departments, and I used a random but purposive sampling technique because I knew the 

particular cohort I wanted to investigate. I was able to receive both positive and critical 

feedback from a small number of gatekeepers before I commenced with the general 

distribution of the questionnaire.

In the first instance I contacted six gatekeepers by sending out letters to three Social Service 

departments, three Independent Fostering Agencies in Northeast, Southeast, Southwest, 

Central England, and one London borough. These letters introduced my research focus, and 

me. I asked them to participate in my pilot study: to assist me in the further development of 

my questionnaire design. I received two prompt replies, and I wrote again to the others when 

they did not reply within three weeks. I asked why they had ignored my introductory letter, 

stating that, if they really had the interests of this group at heart, then the least they could do 

was to reply and tell me they were overworked, over stressed, and overloaded with requests 

from researchers. As the research was still in its infancy, just barely at the pilot stage, I 

wondered how on earth I was going to fare when the investigation really took off (or 

crashed). Eventually I received replies to all of these initial letters, although one had 

transferred my details to a colleague and I was now to contact this other person. I wrote 

again, but there was no further correspondence from this authority. Five authorities (or 

agencies) finally assisted me during the pilot stage of my research. Even at this very early 

stage, the responses to the initial survey were setting the scene and beginning to give me an 

insight into the dynamics of the foster placement.
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It was during this early stage that I was able to arrange a visit with a Placement Officer from 

a London borough. I wanted to discuss my research intentions with someone in the know and 

to get a sense of what was happening in the field, other than from carers. This borough was 

able to distribute ten provisional questionnaires and offer good productive feedback. An 

association of foster carers in the Northwest also provided valuable feedback and help, as did 

a senior social worker in the Southwest who emailed and wrote on two occasions offering 

advice and support. Following this I was able to distribute a further twenty surveys.

Eventually I sent out thirty surveys and received just twelve responses. Although small, it did 

enable me to readdress some questions and reframe others when the returns showed that one 

or two were being misinterpreted. It was to take several months to smooth out these small 

irregularities before I finally had a reasonable questionnaire design that I could now circulate 

across England. There were sixty six items in the now completed questionnaire and these 

were divided into four subsections, each identifying a specific aspect of fostering practice: 

policy context, fostering context, literacy context and school context. The focus group and 

pilot study completed the first phase of my research. (See appendix 1)

Questionnaire

My use of the survey method was solely to elicit and expose the most important key issues 

and to eliminate questions that needed no further explanation. The information that became 

known would then direct me into the next stage of the research, the interviews, and it will be 

at this point that I would no longer direct the course of the research, as the research becomes 

self-directed. Hopefully, these methods would elicit clues if not causalities.

The social survey looked simultaneously at many aspects of the literate environment. It 

looked at how the foster home was organised to provide this environment, and it sought to 

elicit a personal profile of each carer. It asked questions about existing and prevailing 

characteristics of literacy provision in the foster placement and the input in educational 

matters by other institutions. The pre-coded questions were closed unless stated, and there 

was no manipulation of the environment. This option eliminated leading questions because 

there was no negotiation, nor could an alternative interpretation be made which might alter 

response. It was only factual information that I needed at this stage, and further explanations 

would be elicited in follow-up interviews. Details on the type of books read or on explicit 

writing activities were not required, as it was the prevalence of such activities that I wished
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to identify. The questions needed to be simply understood; they had to be direct and straight 

to the point. I wanted to limit the choice of answer to only one out of two that could be made, 

allowing the results to take the form of a simple statistical analysis from which comparisons 

could then be made even though some questions did require an attitude response or a 

memory recall, enabling respondents to qualify and deepen their responses to some of the 

questions. I understood that limiting responses in the social survey design could produce an 

artificial result. Therefore the sampling frame and questioning had to be such that they would 

generate as many responses as possible, from as many sources as possible, in order to get 

general possibilities. The follow-up with interviews would broaden and deepen the 

responses.

The questions were so phrased as to be user-friendly and to engender a feeling of 

helpfulness, and of course they had to be non-irritating. Bald et al. (1995:29) identified the 

difficulty of communication between project worker and respondent in administering and 

completing the questionnaires in his study. Questions were misunderstood through lack of 

appropriate wording, because they were perceived ‘as questioning the competence of the 

carer.’ I was guided in the construction of my own survey by drawing on the survey designs 

of two publications: No lessons learnt by The Children’s Society; and Survey 29, Improving 

information/communication fo r foster carers through the strategic use o f the Internet/Email, 

devised by the Fostering Network. My guidance for the questioning of the survey was taken 

from the National Standards for Foster Care and the OFSTED Report 2000. The key to a 

successful outcome is the use of appropriate instruments that avoids ambiguity, and this 

requires a questionnaire design that is straightforward and asks the right questions.

Sampling fram e

At the time of gathering my main sample there were 36,000 children in foster placement in 

England (DH: Oct 2001); therefore, I thought if I could gain a sample of ninety (0.25%), this 

would make the survey, as a research tool, a feasible proposition for eliciting the categories 

from which I could form the concepts for the framing of the interview schedule. Although 

not representative of the whole population, it would, I was sure, uncover some certainties.

I knew that a small increase in numbers in a survey leads to a substantial increase in 

accuracy, and reduces sampling errors. I knew also that larger samples are less affected by 

sample attrition, but my use of this method was solely to identify common concerns and not
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to make universal statements. To reduce sampling error in a sample would need a very much 

greater increase in the sampling size. The rule is, ‘that to halve the sampling error we have to 

quadruple the sample size’ Dometrius (1992:71). The degree of accuracy required, how 

much error tolerance is acceptable, depends on the research under investigation. It is 

desirable to reduce sampling error, but if there is difficulty in obtaining a representative 

sample because of access difficulties, or if the number required to make a representative 

sample is too great for the lone researcher to handle, then a snapshot sample will have to do, 

and a snapshot was all that was needed for my declared purpose.

Devine and S. Heath (1999) identifies the difficulty of gaining a representative sample from 

a minority group. Many potential respondents may not wish to identify with a study, 

especially if it is of a sensitive nature. Jackson (1998) supports this assertion, and claims that 

trying to gain a true representative sample of a marginal population is almost impossible 

because of the difficulty in establishing its actual size. Foster carers are a transient group 

and, because the demands now placed on them have substantially increased, this may inhibit 

their willingness to participate in yet another research project.

Now that I had some idea about sample size, I wrote to fifty-four agency and department 

managers, because they would act as my main gatekeepers to access carers. I sent self- 

addressed envelopes for ease of response and return. My initial letter outlined my research 

intentions and gave them the opportunity to voice any concerns, and I asked each to 

distribute a small number of questionnaires. I hoped that a small quantity would encourage 

them to assist me, even though it meant more work for me in negotiation, mediation and 

access matters. I would therefore be depending on the goodwill of the managers and 

placement officers to gain my sample.

I knew from the slow response in the initial phase of this research that replies might take a 

while; therefore, I figured I had to send out a large amount of introductory letters in order to 

gain a small response, and I was proved right. I wanted as wide a spread as possible. If the 

accessing was going to prove as difficult as it was in the first phase, then I wanted as much 

chance of getting a reasonable sample as I could. Time was also marching on and a little bit 

of panic was setting in. Letters were sent out in batches of ten. This was done to make it 

easier for me to handle the replies and to keep the data collection process manageable. Each 

batch still covered all the regions of England and was equally divided between independent
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fostering agencies and social service departments. I found the response rate in replying to my 

letter of introduction much quicker in the independent sector than from local authorities. 

These private agencies often sent me their prospectuses - they even wrote on better grade 

paper than the LA’s. Some letters even came with humour, ‘Your completed faeces would be 

of great interest to my company, and I’d be really interested in obtaining a copy if possible.’ 

(See appendix 2)

It was good that I sent out so many letters, for I received only nineteen replies and even 

fewer, fourteen, were prepared to help me, but this did mean that fourteen separate agencies 

and departments across England were giving me a wide cross section of the population. The 

fourteen participants consisted of seven social services departments, six Independent 

Fostering Agencies and one Foster Care Association. However, many of the letters came 

with conditions. One could only help if I had been police-checked; another, if I had a contact 

number to verify my research intentions. Many required a second letter to clarify a detail or 

to explain my research request more fully. All of this took my time and energy. I knew there 

was a lot of paranoia floating around: some gatekeepers vehemently defended their patch by 

writing that a questionnaire would have to be sent to them first; alternatively, I would have to 

be given permission by them for any contact with carers. There were comments such as: ‘I 

have to see if the questionnaire is suitable’ or ‘I shall judge whether you can contact my 

foster carers.’ I knew that ethical considerations had to be respected, but, although I had been 

police-checked, I was not going anywhere near carers at this stage. I even changed the tone 

of my letter to see if there would be any change in response, and so there was -  after I 

reminded them that we couldn’t take the educational chances of Looked After children for 

granted anymore, and it was up to agencies and departments to do something about it. I was 

sure I could have conducted a research project on accessing gatekeepers alone. Gatekeepers 

are a scary lot; I felt that social service personnel thought of foster carers as their own 

property. I seemed to be intruding into the secret sanctity of the foster placement - and I had 

been warned.

Carers do seem a precious commodity, and I suppose they are, now that private agencies are 

creaming them off from local authorities. I could have accessed them privately had I so 

wished, but I thought by contacting gatekeepers I would ensure the probity and integrity of 

all parties, and keep within the strict ethical guidelines I had set myself. During the pilot 

phase of this research, I had asked for volunteers to participate in follow-up interviews by
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putting my direct contact number at the bottom of the questionnaire. In the later 

questionnaire, I decided to include the placing officer as a contact as well, as one who could 

also be responsible for forwarding the carers’ details to me. I wondered if my direct access to 

the foster carers might have appeared threatening to the gatekeepers, and this addition would 

mean that gatekeepers could keep some control over the accessing process. At this point, I 

also enrolled myself onto an agency, and worked in the field as a residential social worker. 

This would add to my current knowledge and give me valuable and greater insights into the 

care-taking experience.

Accessing marginal groups is difficult, and it is easier for such groups to ignore requests 

from researchers working alone than those attached to major research departments. One of 

my informants told me that two universities were currently conducting research in the 

fostering arena: this was in relation to improving foster care provision and exploring ways to 

recruit and retain carers. Possibly the demands being made on them were now excessive. I 

had already suspected that research departments, because of the government’s high profile in 

this area, were probably being inundated with research requests. My resolve was strong, 

however, as I sorely wanted to make a contribution to the betterment of a group of children 

of which I was once a member: to investigate a particular research area, literacy development 

in placement, that was in fact under-researched.

I did wonder on occasions whether the questionnaires were being distributed at all, since 

there seemed a delay in their return, but later, on reflection, found it was not such a long wait 

after all. At times, I also had my doubts about whether I was on the right research pathway 

and my confidence flagged once or twice. Sometimes the task before me seemed enormous 

when illness and bereavement got in the way and slowed me down. Did other research 

students get these doubts after slogging away hard for over a year or more? What do you do 

if you don’t get the sample you initially wanted? Do you change direction even though you 

have already done a great deal of work? Do you have to ‘dumb down’ your expectations? 

And what was meant by the drawn-out silence of the fostering agencies replying to me about 

their interest in the literacy development of Looked After children? With my nails now bitten 

down to the quick, I became slightly bemused by the fact that the survey was not even going 

to be my dominant methodology, yet here I was struggling to get replies: first to my letter of 

introduction, and now for responses to my questionnaire. The survey was being used simply 

to elicit the ‘practice facts’ and to gain an overview of the research area. It would allow me
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to discard topics that I may have considered important, but which might show to be 

insignificant. I was hoping it would draw out the most pertinent issues and key points, before 

I developed a grounded research approach using interviews. However, the difficulties of 

access were becoming clear. I determined that the process and development of the research 

was as important as the findings and outcome; therefore, I continued to describe my research 

journey, as well as wading through the hurdles and obstacles, with my stamina and 

determination to see it through strengthening with every setback. Finally, a total of 130 

questionnaires were sent out, and I received fifty-two returns: a response rate of 40%. Postal 

response is notorious for having a low response rate, and although not as large as I would 

have liked, this was not a bad return rate at all.

Because I wanted a measure that would simply provide categories of key issues that could be 

easily and reliably compared, I conducted an exploratory analysis, using a nominal scale of 

measurement. The data enabled me to obtain a distribution to show the most frequently 

occurring events and practices that could then be quantified. These in turn could be 

converted into percentages, and then presented in the form of descriptive statistics and tables. 

The data gathered provided me with firm information from which to group the responses, but 

as the numbers were less than expected, I have presented them in number form only; 

however, the overall findings have been collated in the form of bar charts (see chapter 4: 

pages 105a; 113a; 119a and 125a). The results have identified what is important to carers, 

and what is actually happening in the foster home. The data furnished me with ‘Practice 

Facts’, from which emerged the patterns, themes, and commonalities that were to be 

developed in the second phase of the investigation.

Interviews

During the second phase of the research seven carers from the survey phase volunteered to 

participate in the follow up interviews. I was able to gain a further three volunteers by 

writing to several more fostering agencies or departments and conducting a group interview 

with carers from a fostering association. I had now to keep in mind that the volunteers would 

know the investigation’s remit and research objectives, but I knew also that during this 

second phase of the research it would be necessary to disclose my full research aims and 

objectives. Interviewing a cohort of this size is about as large as I am going to get, but there 

were to be follow-up interviews one year after the initial ones: to assess any change in 

perception, to keep abreast of any changes that may affect the foster placement, and to
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develop the original responses. I would continue to evaluate the crucial roles of other 

agencies, social services and schools, in order to provide me with more global information 

and to assess the continuum of shared care and service.

The interviews in the first round were organised in the form of statements taken from the 

survey findings. The responses received would then allow me to further probe and develop 

an analysis for discussion in the second round, culminating in giving me some idea what 

exactly the overarching issues were in the foster placement. Although framed within a 

category, respondents would have free rein to expand and elaborate on each theme or topic 

therein. They would still be able to give their in-depth, subjective accounts of their fostering 

experiences and perceptions related to each topic without direction from me. The interviews 

were to be conducted in a non-invasive way to let ideas, attitudes and opinions flow freely 

without restraints from the researcher. I would be, for the most part, just the ‘listener’ who 

lets the voice of the carer be heard. The results of the interviews would be presented in the 

form of transcribed speech and verbatim quotations.

Initially, I wanted only long-term, experienced carers in my sample; their attitudes and 

approaches to caring and their perceived role as literacy educators may be different from new 

and short-term carers. They would have experienced all the changes in legislation and the 

new demands that are now exerted on them, which meant they would be able to assess the 

full impact on their caring role. They are the ones who would need to make the biggest 

adjustment to implement any education action plan. In the end, I had to take whoever 

volunteered. It is unfortunate, but true, that access to this sample might have been easier if I 

were working for a major voluntary organisation or research department.

Interviewing within the intimate domain of the family may increase familiarity. I did not 

know the respondents at first contact, so my perception of them as people would not 

influence my theoretical position, but I had to remember that overt familiarity may 

compromise the research objectives if I do not keep within a strict frame of reference. I also 

had to be careful that my own personal experiences of growing up in care did not 

compromise my research objectives, and that any pre-conceived attitudes I might be 

harbouring did not contaminate the research. Increased awareness of the researcher’s own 

perceptions and prejudices must be identified and acknowledged. Familiarity of the fostering 

context and foster families, however, could actually deepen the analysis and promote greater
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insights. This awareness protects the validity of the research since it enables covert 

influences to be kept in check and lessens the possibility of bias creeping in, ensuring that 

the process and outcome of this investigation would be conducted to the highest standards of 

research integrity and codes of conduct.

On an intellectual level, the researcher should make 
explicit the reasoning procedures used in carrying 
out research. In addition, on what is often called a 
‘reflexive’ level, the class, race, sex, assumptions, 
and beliefs of the researcher must be available for 
scrutiny and must be explicated in terms of their 
effects upon the research and upon analysis.

Renzetti & Lee (1993:68)

My presence in the interviews had to be friendly and non-threatening. The emphasis at this 

stage of the research was on establishing good relations with the foster family. It was with 

these respondents that I had to build a rapport in order to gain trust between us. I had to 

remember that even body language, facial gestures and the way I responded to what they 

were saying, could alter the communication process if I was emitting the wrong signals. It is 

not an objective of this research to change carers’ attitudes and perceptions in the way they 

deal with their charges, and this must not be conveyed. I did not intend to develop the 

literacy skills of the families, and nor was there to be any dialogue concerning literacy 

promotion. I needed to set these parameters because I wanted only responses that were 

authentic, honest, and only relevant to the literacy topic or issue under discussion. It was 

through interviewing that I hoped to elicit the hidden agendas, the unspoken responses and 

messages, as well as gain a deeper, richer response. This would make great demands on my 

intuitive and interpretive skills.

The researcher’s encounter with the foster placement may mean that new significances may 

emerge over the course of the investigation as new interpretations arise and as a result of my 

interactions. I had to consider whether my visits to the foster home were intrusive and 

invasive; therefore I would take extra care to ensure that they were not, and I would do this 

by being relaxed and friendly. Providing it could occur naturally, I was hoping that foster 

children would be introduced to me also. This would enable me to gain a more rounded

82



impression of the foster placement, but it would not be essential to the outcomes of the 

investigation.

Researching the specific contribution foster carers made to developing literacy was to chart 

new territory; therefore, I used a grounded theory approach. This would be an appropriate 

research process, because the construction of new knowledge in a relatively new field 

required new insights to be gained, new interpretations to be made, and required that I 

challenge and question the existing orthodoxy as new meanings were assigned to specific 

acts and practices. According to Strauss and Corbin (1990:31) Grounded Theory,

enables the researcher to ask pertinent questions of the data 
and to make the kind of comparisons that elicit from the data 
new insights into phenomena and novel theoretical formulations.

Whilst research has focused on the importance of reading and book ownership schemes in 

the foster placement, there is almost nothing about the specific role of the carer as educator; 

therefore, grounded theory was an appropriate inductive approach to use. As a process, 

grounded theory would allow me to develop and build on new knowledge, as it became 

known, and to draw on both primary and secondary data to develop my analysis and 

discussion.

The researcher continually asks questions as to fit, relevance 
and workability about emerging categories, and the relationships 
between them. He continually fits his analysis to the data 
by checking as he proceeds.

Glaser (1978:284)

This type of research demands exploratory, interpretative methodologies, yet I needed to 

utilise a quantitative method as well, if I was to find common threads that can be examined 

in fine-grain detail within a qualitative technique. The conceptual foundation therefore was 

essentially a qualitative one, while utilizing a quantitative methodology. The socio- 

contextual setting of the research required that I build a true and whole picture of the 

dynamics within the home, explore and give an account of family life, and reflect upon the 

experiences and actions of its members in relation to literacy development. This human 

dimension could not be elicited by confining oneself to quantitative methods alone. Devine
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and S. Heath (1999:43) recognise that, ‘qualitative research has remained the predominant 

approach within sociological research on the family.’ Therefore it was an appropriate 

paradigm to use for this investigation.

My theory (or ideas) about literacy development in the foster placement would be developed 

as I generated data. The different stages of the research process would inform the next. Once 

I had the information from the survey results, the dominant categories that emerged directed 

the next phase, the interviews. These categories became the themes or topics, which would 

be further explored in the interviews. The key findings elicited from the survey results would 

direct my questioning towards the issues that I needed to explore more fully. An in-depth 

exploration of this kind draws out the most salient features taken from the survey, and allows 

deeper meanings to be assigned to them through interviews. I needed to add flesh to the more 

measured results of the survey design in order to elicit hidden meanings and agendas. I 

wanted to be able to make explicit the common patterns that emerged and to explore them 

further, iron out any contradictions and fill any gaps in knowledge.

As a lone researcher, with limited funds and time constraints, the research is small-scale, 

drawing a small proportion of the total population of practising carers. This will challenge its 

standing as a representation of the whole, but will give valuable insights for others to expand 

on and act as a foundation for further development. This new knowledge recorded here can 

be used for the development of more substantive theories by other researchers in the future.

Other access and ethical matters

What other access and ethical considerations did I need to think about? Accessing carers was 

going to be a lot easier than jumping over hurdles and running through hoops trying to gain 

permission to interview children, or so I had thought. One consideration was the amount of 

disclosure I gave to respondents, both in the questionnaire and interview. I needed to be 

honest and truthful, but if I divulged my full intent then I might jeopardize a genuine 

response and reaction to my literacy inquiries. What should I disclose at the inception of the 

investigation to ensure responses are genuine? It would be unwise to give too much away, as 

it might alter the behaviour of the respondents; interviewees might rush out to buy some 

comics, join libraries or run to the local bookshop. Those respondents completing the 

questionnaire might not be truthful if they knew at the outset of my intentions: it might raise 

their awareness, and change their perceptions and interpretations of their role. This would be

84



good insofar as their heightened awareness might improve their practice, but how would I be 

sure if they were really genuine responses?

The type of social survey I designed eliminated a lot of anxiety for those worried about their 

own literacy state, because it was straightforward and simple to complete and it would lessen 

the possibility of respondents producing answers that fitted the desired outcomes of what 

they felt I might expect. I set myself the strictest protocols by sending an assurance of their 

confidentiality: their responses would be kept completely anonymous. I did not know who 

the respondents were, or the locality in which they lived, and the returns were only coded 

with a number on completion and return. Confidentiality might help in eliciting more honest 

responses, but the volunteers who did agree to be interviewed would be assured of 

confidentiality, because each participant would be known through a code, which only I 

knew. I requested unsigned returns but offered them the chance to participate in the 

interview schedule. Of course this meant that those who did volunteer would forgo their 

anonymity. Filling in a questionnaire anonymously might also lessen any worries they could 

have about disclosing policies and practices that do not fit current rhetoric. In the end I 

enclosed a brief covering letter with the questionnaire outlining my research objectives to the 

respondents; later on I would disclose the full intent of my investigation to the interviewees.

The investigation had to be as near to everyday life as possible at the interviews, even though 

the very presence of a researcher (albeit a friendly one) might be enough to alter a natural 

response and change behaviour. They might become worried about someone sneaking 

around and checking up on their literacy state. I became aware of the ways in which a subtle 

bias can creep into an investigation, and how hard it is to be totally objective and neutral, 

particularly if the research focus has meaning for the researcher. A subjective judgement had 

already been made on the choice of the research focus. Because my respondents were adult, 

and not a particularly sensitive group in terms of vulnerability, my research would not 

become a moral issue. I could be open about my investigation, because there would be no 

major controlling variables, except, perhaps, in the more subjective nature of the interview 

schedules and the design of my survey questions.

During the early stages of this research I explored training opportunities for carers, and I 

enrolled myself onto a Fostering Network training course, and became increasingly aware of 

access restraints. This was to be a two-day non-residential course based on the Fostering
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Network’s competence-based assessment materials. The course was to explore how foster 

carers and teachers could help children to succeed better in school, and it followed the 1995 

OFSTED and SSI Report, which addressed the problem of low achievement and recognised 

that responsibility for education often fell between social services and education. The course 

participants would have identified obstacles to learning, including the poor perception of 

achievement by agencies caring for the children. There was to have been an exploration of 

strategies to overcome the hurdles that are put in the way of educational success for this 

group. An examination of the education plan was to have been made and ways of improving 

performance. The course was cancelled due to lack of interest, and the course that replaced it 

later in the year was based on the ‘Who Cares? Choices’ material.

The ‘Who Cares? Choices’ is designed to enable a young person in care to develop decision

making skills, but does not address, directly, educational issues. When the course was due to 

run, I received a letter from the Training Officer to say that this course, too, had been 

cancelled due to lack of interest. I was beginning to think that all the current rhetoric about 

raising achievement, and the initiatives that were being implemented to do just that, were 

really just a cover for doing nothing. During this time I also found a training organisation 

that offered an accredited qualification for social services personnel and foster carers. The 

course offered NVQ equivalent level 3 qualifications, and the course content concerned itself 

with equipping carers with underpinning knowledge to enable them to be effective educators. 

There was also to be an examination of current legislation, addressing special educational 

needs, social exclusion and pupil support, with emphasis on the roles and responsibilities of 

corporate agencies. The course content would also concern itself with defining and agreeing 

upon protocols and specific responsibilities for working collaboratively with other national 

organisations. The course seemed rigorous, so I contacted the Qualifications Manager. After 

communicating with him three times I was finally told that, ‘unfortunately, there are no 

centres currently offering this scheme.’

It was during the latter part of 2002 that I received an invitation to a Choice Protects 

conference for early 2003. This was to review placement choice for Looked After children. 

Unfortunately, the invitation arrived just after I had planned to go abroad and would be out 

of the country. Finally, in late 2003,1 was able to enrol and attend a training course entitled 

The Education o f Looked After children. There were seven of us who attended, even though 

twenty were supposed to be the minimum to run such a course. All the participants (except
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me) were either managers of Independent Fostering Agencies or learning mentors in schools. 

No one from a local authority fostering service was represented. The small number of 

participants showed me once again the lack of interest given to this aspect of care, and I was 

even told by one manager that, ‘education isn’t that interesting, is it? ’ The course did not 

exceed my expectations, so I was prepared for the emphasis to be directly focused on what 

the school could do to raise educational attainment; it did not acknowledge the contribution 

of the foster carer (until I brought it up), and then it was covered only very superficially, and, 

I felt, just to appease me.

Embedding oneself within these initiatives enables me to build a network, deepen my 

knowledge of the research arena, and keeps me informed and up to date with current 

thinking, changes in legislation and trends. It also enables me to see the fractures: great 

gaping holes, in fact, in what is being said and what is being done. It was amongst this initial 

activity that I made an enquiry about the Standard Fund. The Standard Fund is an access 

fund that can be accessed for educational purposes. I wanted to know if carers were able to 

draw from it for help with the added expenses of out-of-school activities. I sent an email to 

the appropriate person at the Department for Education and Skills, and it was sent back as 

‘undeliverable’ as the Department did not recognise the recipient’s name, a name I had got 

from them the previous day.

At the same time I phoned a local Family Placement Team about the possibility of 

volunteering for them. They did not return my call, and when I rang again I was told they 

would ring back once they had investigated the possibility. It was the last I heard from them. 

I did not contact them again, recognising the sensitivity of my request and the added 

workload that I might be placing on them in order for them to allow me to volunteer. Then, 

in the Internet magazine Children (March 2002), I read an article entitled Children may die 

in care crisis that suggested Britain’s social services departments are on the brink of collapse 

due to increasing pressure and the ‘bombardment of new referrals rising remorselessly.’ I 

was beginning to think at this stage that accessing these important gatekeepers was going to 

prove even more difficult than anticipated, and I did fleetingly wonder what I was letting 

myself in for. I was also concerned about the impact this breakdown would subsequently 

have on the protection and interests of Looked After children, and my concern turned to 

alarm when I read a report about the increasing pressures on schools also. In a Young Minds 

magazine (February 2002:18/24), a teacher commented, ‘government is over-interventionist.
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Children are over-measured and there is now an initiative overload.’ In the same magazine a 

contributor had written,

children today are forced out of their homes far too early, 
into schools where they are neither loved nor respected 
and the care they get is largely linked to their compliance 
and academic prowess.

I was not about to abandon a sinking ship, but I was growing fearful when I found writing 

for information also posed a problem. I have written several times to the Department of 

Health, and have not yet received one reply of substance. I thought, perhaps, they were 

overloaded with requests for information, until I read an article in another Young Minds 

magazine (Sep/Oct 2001:03). Amongst other key areas, the article pointed out that it is now a 

statutory duty under the Children Act 1989, for the Department of Health to report to 

Parliament about the educational attainment of Looked After children. It went on to say of 

The Children Act Report 2000 that it ‘was printed after a five year gap, even though the 

Department of Health is obliged by law to publish an annual report.’ The Health Select 

Committee criticised the department for its neglect, and commented, ‘It should not have been 

necessary for us to remind the Department of Health of its duty to obey the law.’ These 

statements made me feel better for knowing the Department of Health was showing a normal 

incompetence, and were not just ignoring my requests.

Writing to any agency invariably results in nothing more than a compliment slip. It is 

discouraging, but I persist. Some individuals, or agencies, do not even write back when I 

enclose a SAE. I am also disappointed to note that at three conferences I have attended, 

Feeling Safe, the launch of Car e-zone, and the AGM of The National Childminding 

Association (where the impact of the National Childcare Strategy was going to be discussed), 

all chief speakers, prominent members of Parliament, sent their apologies because they were 

unable to attend. Later, the BAAF conference, Resilience, Education and Life Chances o f 

Looked After children, scheduled for the 16th January 2002, was deferred. I was determined 

to keep a note to see if the same happened at future conferences, when I received a letter 

from the National Children’s Bureau,

I am sorry to announce the postponement of our special members’ 
event in the House of Lords; unfortunately the Minister is unable 
to be with us...
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I waited with interest to see if this pattern continued, when I received a letter from BAAF in 

2001 apologising for a publication that I was waiting for: Meeting the Educational Needs o f 

Looked After children was still not ready for distribution. In 2002 I received another letter 

and another apology with an offer of an alternative title. I enquired about the delay in 

publication and was told the original author commissioned to write the guide withdrew from 

the project ending with, ‘I apologise again for our inability to meet your first choice or to say 

when it will be published.’ At the closure of this research I was still waiting for this 

publication. It seems that Acts of Parliament can get passed quicker than this publication.

At this embryonic stage there did not appear to be much enthusiasm for giving help to 

researchers like me. I was hoping that my fortunes would change as I built up some kind of 

relationship with the people and agencies that I knew would be very useful to me in the 

future. Since that time I became a member of important organisations and have circulated at 

conferences and workshops. I also became a member of a writing team for my local health 

authority, which was writing a mental health document as part of the Mental Health 

Promotion Strategy. I submitted a paper on the mental health needs of Looked After 

children, but when I received a draft of the document there were only two small paragraphs 

referring to the specific mental health needs of this group. This miniscule insertion was in a 

chapter that focused on mental health interventions, so I wrote to the Director in charge of 

the Strategy and asked for an explanation. At the end of 2003 I was still waiting for a 

response. I never received a reply.

Other considerations

What else did I need to consider? I had to be realistic in any plan that I made. The research 

objectives had to be feasible to ensure that the outcome of the investigation (the analysis and 

results), although perhaps not representative of all foster carers, would thereby still hold 

credibility. It had to be reliable, and should be able to be replicated in a similar form with 

consistent findings at a later date. I had to remember that new demands are now being made 

on foster carers all the time; therefore, I had to ensure that the questionnaire could be 

completed in less than half an hour and not overstay my welcome when I conducted the 

interviews.
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I also had to consider funding and time management. Realistically, I was not going to be able 

to investigate as many homes as I would like (and there were access and travel 

considerations) but I was able to interview a cross section of carers across England to get a 

sense of what was happening nationally. I wanted natural behaviour in a ‘normal’ fostering 

family setting in various regions. I wanted to research the ‘real world’: to explore the literate 

culture of the foster home. It is by examining particular social situations that we may begin 

to understand how literacy is developed, how practices are socially constructed, and how 

roles are played out in different family structures. The investigation would determine what 

specific literacy events were taking place in the foster placement, and identify whether the 

new childcare reforms were bearing fruit.

Other essential features of the research design were that I drew from my diary entries and 

field notes, official documents and ongoing research evidence to help support my own 

research. I needed to look at and explore all possibilities; understand how literacy 

development is represented and incorporated within the fabric of these families. What 

mediation and negotiation processes were at play, and how were they impacting on the 

behaviour of the foster carers in relation to the literacy development of their charges? The 

new insights that I gained would determine each step that I took and the new ground that I 

covered. This could only be done by exploration: by understanding the actual ‘lived’ 

experiences of the carers and sharing their information. It meant challenging alternative 

interpretations and meanings, and questioning commonplace assumptions. I would only 

achieve ecological validity if the research setting were as close to ‘real life’ as it possibly 

could be, without any manipulation of the environment or by my incursion into it.

Before I formulated and finalised a plan for my data-collection techniques, I had to ‘activate’ 

specific concepts and definitions. Research could not begin in earnest until specific terms 

and facts were addressed. The terms and concepts, which would be used throughout the 

research, must be known and made explicit. This was done in order to bring regulation and 

structure, clarity and greater common understanding of the definitions and concepts used, to 

the research. It also avoids any ambiguity. One of the main concepts that needed to be 

understood is the actual definition of the term ‘literacy’ and its use throughout this research. 

Another important concept was the actual title being used for children who are looked after 

by the state.
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Literacy investigations and definitions shift and change according to current thinking and the 

period of time in which we live. The definition of literacy went from being an absolute, 

universal concept, to one embedded in a social context. It moved away from the concept that 

literacy was a single, finite, discrete set of skills learnt in isolation, to one in which literacy is 

seen to be embedded in the literacy events in which they operate: that is, within a local 

context and used in different ways according to specific cultures and contexts (Barton & 

Hamilton 1994) This perspective identifies that there are many ‘types’ of literacy, each 

operating within different literacy practices, and, as such, there is no specific or precise 

definition of what literacy is or how it is used.

An individual’s culture, class and status will determine the literacy practices and specific 

literacy events. There are many ‘ways of taking from books and using language’ as identified 

by S B. Heath (1986) and there are different types of literacy: computer literacy, school 

literacy, family literacy, functional literacy, and emotional literacy. Technological changes 

produce different uses of literacy and different ways of handling written language. The 

evolution of mobile phone texting over the last five years has been phenomenal, requiring a 

range of new skills for processing text, inputting instructions and sending texts. This new 

form of literacy may well overshadow other literacy writing and reading forms in the future, 

especially for the young. Many of the projects that have been initiated to help raise the 

educational attainment of Looked After children have been literacy based activities such as 

book buying and reading. While appreciating there are many forms and uses of literacy, for 

the purposes of this investigation I have focused on literacy forms related to books, book- 

reading and writing.

The literacy concepts used in this research will seek to explore the literacy that equips foster 

children with the skills to perform the everyday activities of reading, writing and speaking in 

a confident, competent way. Ideally, these are ways that are engendered within the home and 

can be translated into the wider arena: literacy that is authentic, meaningful and embedded 

within the context of the foster setting. This includes the resilience to act in ways that are 

self-directed, independent and autonomous. Literacy is a multidimensional concept; we are 

more literate in some situations than in others and the importance of literacy competence 

varies with different cultures and at different periods in time. Were carers providing ‘literacy 

for life’ for Looked After children, and which type of literacy was being promoted? Did the 

literacy of the foster placement equip children for school literacy practices? Did all foster
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placements offer the same literacy? Did these children form a particular society that is 

different from mainstream society, and are their literacy ‘events’ peculiar to this specific 

community or foster culture? Does living in a foster placement rather than in the home of 

origin have an effect on literacy development, and can this be measured in a predominantly 

qualitative investigation? I believed that it could. I sought to understand the definition of 

literacy in the foster placement, and to ascertain whether its promotion met the needs of 

Looked After children. Current research that is situated in the field explores the real life 

experiences of different literacy practitioners; I was looking specifically at the significant 

practitioner in the foster placement.

This investigation was set within a socio-contextual perspective that moves away from the 

literacy research base and concept: one that defines literacy research as the testing of 

cognitive abilities by the use of tests and experiments. It moves instead towards one of 

general literacy principles, informal literacy practices and events, and participation in the 

social situation. It also looks into the research on the social practices of the foster placement. 

Current modem thinking claims that literacy development should be explored in specific 

social settings, and that acquisition of literacy is learnt more easily in situations that are 

known and familiar: in ‘situ’, within a ‘lived’ experience that is comfortable and non

threatening. As literacy is used in different environments and communities, it is necessary to 

understand the many ways it is used, and to understand and provide models that will support 

children and initiate them into appropriate literacy practices (Street, 1984).

There are several terms that are used to address children in care: Looked After, Children in 

Care, and Children in Public Care. For clarity and simplicity I have addressed such children 

as Looked After, which was the terminology in use until it was changed in 2001 to Young 

People in Public Care. ‘Looked After’ children are children, who have a care order, or who 

are being accommodated by the local authority; they are children who do not live in their 

natural home of origin. Looked After children are children whose welfare is placed with the 

local authority, who thereby assumes the role of a corporate parent and with whom I 

consider responsibility is placed (Children Act 1989 s.22.1). The foster placement is defined 

as the foster child’s total environment, his or her current living arrangement, which provides 

the physical, emotional and educational well being of the child on a day-to-day basis. The 

Children Act (1989) replaced terms like foster ‘mother’ for ‘carer’, because of the 

requirement for continuing contact with natural parents and the range of tasks they were now
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expected to undertake. Being ‘Looked After’ should be a humanizing experience, not a 

dehumanising one, and one wonders what effect removing ‘comfort’ words like ‘mother’, 

‘father’ and ‘parents’ has on children already dislocated from feeling a sense of belonging? 

However, for the purposes of this research I had to adhere to current terminology, and 

therefore the title carer is used in relation to the foster parent
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CHAPTER 4

SURVEY FINDINGS, RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Chapter one gives an historical account of the initiatives, interventions and legislation 

implemented to help raise the educational achievement of children Looked After. Chapter 

two explores the difficulties of acquiring literacy and records the educational performance of 

this group with data from national statistics. Chapter three gives an account of the research 

problem and explores and explains the process of selecting appropriate methodological 

instruments to generate data. The chapter also discusses access and ethical considerations.

This current chapter analyses the first phase of my own research findings taken from data 

elicited from a small social survey. The data generated allowed me to assess what is actually 

happening in the foster placement in relation to the educational improvement of this group. 

This research, an original piece of work within an area that has never been explored in such 

detail before, concerned the literacy development and practices in the foster placement. It 

will identify whether significant progress is being made in the field, particularly in the 

educational related practices of the foster placement and in the perception of carers as 

significant players in raising achievement.

The dominant features, issues and themes that have emerged from this phase will be used as 

the raw data to build upon in the next stage, phase two the interview schedules. The 

dissemination of these findings assesses what practices, events and opportunities are 

operating in the foster home to promote educational success, and looks at what might inhibit 

its development. The analysis assesses what is happening at the personal level and at 

institutional levels, and evaluates whether carers perceive themselves as having an 

educational role.

I have heard that the process of research is a messy business and this research has been no 

different. Throughout this investigation I have been keeping a log and a personal diary to 

chart progress and record all the hiccups that occurred along the way. On a couple of 

occasions I have gone up a blind alley or taken a wrong turn and then had to reappraise my
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research objectives to get me back on track. The research process is as important as the 

outcome. Vital lessons can be learned on the pitfalls and triumphs experienced along the 

research path. At one time I thought I would never reach the stage where I would actually be 

analysing data, or even completing the research.

As identified in the previous chapter, a total of 130 questionnaires were sent to fifty-four 

agencies and departments and I received fifty-two returns, and since the base number is 

smaller than I had hoped for, the analysis that follows will use the actual numbers recorded, 

unless otherwise stated. The presentation in number form, however, is clear and 

straightforward. Where the results have not added up to the base number of fifty-two, it is 

because of non-responses to the questions set. These omissions are very minimal and do not 

reflect the total responses. Even questions that were left unanswered, or responded to with a 

‘don’t know,’ were still making a response of a kind and this has been taken into account 

when tallying up. A non-response still gives me a response in the sense that the respondent 

did not choose to respond.

Information obtained from the survey enabled categories to be formed, but where the 

numbers of responses are few, or where analysis elicited very little then these questions were 

discarded after a brief explanation. Some questions were only included to add breadth to my 

initial investigation; they were supplementary to give me a broad overview of the research 

field. Other questions were not applicable to some individuals, while others were often left 

unanswered. When this occurred, the calculations have only been made on questions that 

have been correctly responded to. This means that interpretation of the result has to remain 

flexible and ‘loose’ because of the gaps, omissions, and supplementary data. Therefore, 

analysis and interpretation remain difficult. However, commonalities, patterns and themes 

have emerged. These have allowed an analysis and interpretation to be made that retains and 

upholds the validity of the research.

Distinctions have not been made between the different types of fostering arrangements: long 

term, short term, respite, remand, special needs, support and rehabilitation planning in the 

foster placement; again this has meant that some of the questions could not be answered by 

all because of the diversity of each placement. Due to the heterogeneous nature of the foster 

placement questions cannot apply to all settings. This posed problems for the construction of 

the survey, a drawback in its design. To overcome this, the covering letter that I sent with
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each questionnaire, explained to carers that they were only to answer those questions that 

were relevant to their situation and only in relation to one child, even if they had more than 

one foster child. It was felt that these distinctions do not wholly matter as the concerns are on 

literacy practices and development in all types of foster placement and on carer perceptions 

irrespective of each unique setting. Analysis and interpretation of the results are, of course, 

made more difficult and complex because of this.

I found also that some questions were not responded to even when they were 

straightforward, while others were often missed out when the question demanded an attitude 

response or a memory recall. I did get a sense, that some merely wanted to get the task over 

as quickly as possible: when all the ticks for the yes or no response seemed identical, and no 

expansion on answers was made even when they were requested. I also wondered if carers 

understood the term ‘accredited’ when I asked it in relation to training. All carers had 

undergone some form of in-service training, but a high proportion stated that they had 

attended, or completed, an accredited training course too. Were they getting confused with 

on-the-job-training, or was there really such a high proportion getting professionally trained? 

This issue will be explored and discussed in the interviews. Two respondents only fostered 

‘babies.’ They considered they were not responsible for providing a literate environment, nor 

did they consider themselves as having an educational role in relation to the babies.

No research result or finding can claim universal laws, because all research is open to 

negotiation and different interpretations by the very nature of investigating human 

phenomena, and, although the difficulties of analysing a heterogeneous and transient group 

are clearly evident, common patterns can be detected. What any research can do is to give us 

insights, and deepen our understanding of a specific social condition or phenomena. The 

primary focus of the survey was to ascertain the literacy events, practices and opportunities 

that were being developed and practised in the foster placements, as well as the perceptions 

of carers as educators. The questions of a more general nature served only to give a more 

global assessment of the foster placement and contextually embed the most pertinent 

questions within the fabric of family activity, and to this aim they served their purpose.

From the data obtained I looked for the social patterning of the families to assess the 

educative role of the carer. For this, I explored the range of literacy opportunities that were a 

part of everyday activities to see how family members participated, and to assess the
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contribution other agencies made towards literacy development. Where I have quoted a 

response, I have put beside it a number in brackets that is the participant’s signifying number 

assigned to them on the return of their questionnaire. This has been done so that no 

participant can be identified, but allows me to build a picture of each participant’s responses. 

If a response rate to a question has exceeded 75% of the total response, then I have taken that 

response to be significant. I was surprised to find the responses very consistent, and this 

enabled me to dispense with many of the questions once I had acknowledged and described 

them briefly. These would need no further explanation. The results were so consistent I am 

confident in saying that, had the sample been larger, the findings would still be the same. 

This process of deduction eliminates less important responses, and focuses increasingly on 

the questions that need a deeper exploration. This means that, from the remaining questions, 

dominant themes began to emerge, as categories that could now be developed.

Presentation and Interpretation of data

How do we sort, sift and ‘weed out’ important data? According to Glaser (1979) the first 

level of data recording is the raw data elicited from the questionnaire, and this first procedure 

and information forms the original data set. Open data coding is the first step before data 

analysis and Glaser insists that the researcher should ask of themselves 3 questions:

> What is the data a study of?

> What category does this incident (event/practice) indicate?

> What is actually happening in the data?

Difficult decisions now have to be made and addressed in order that the most important 

information is not edited out, allowing the dross to become the material for the analysis. I 

have looked at congruence between respondents, comparing them for uniformity, similar 

patterns and relationships. I have discarded some questions, but nothing must be eliminated 

before it is given a brief explanation; otherwise, I cannot claim that my data has been given 

full theoretical coverage. There must be no ‘waifs and strays’, no stone left unturned,

no matter how conceptually primitive, these beginning codes 
quickly start theoretical sampling and constant 
comparisons of incidents. How relevant these concepts 
are to the basic problem and basic social processes 
becomes a question of further analysis.

Glaser (1979:57)
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This sifting of information at level one provides the categories for level two. The data is now 

prepared for more processing at level two, where further refinements are made, and 

categories are now formed that describe in more detail the existing codes in level one. The 

process of my research has been one of thematic progression, and now the codes formed for 

level one become the categories in level two. Further processing combines and compares the 

concepts that are formed at stage three. It is then that new constructs are formed that develop 

the themes and, with the knowledge gained, theory is gradually being developed. There has 

been continual reappraisal of the codes and categories until my themes become defined and 

the constructs formed. The conceptual categories are, according to Glaser (1978), now well 

grounded in the data.

Key findings from the survey

•  All 52 foster carers attest to making some contribution towards the literacy 

development of their fostered children.

•  47 foster carers feel equipped to support children educationally and 37 perceive 

themselves as having an educational role.

• 37 foster placements had children who enjoyed comics or magazines.

• 45 foster carers did not get any additional help to fund out-of-school activities.

• 42 foster carers were involved in reading events, and most homes, 50, have a 

variety of communal books.

•  22 foster carers felt they were not responsible for encouraging reading, or 

reading to or with, their fostered child.

•  47 foster carers felt equipped to help with homework, and 50 carers did help 

with homework.

• 23 foster placements had children who did not own their own books and 27 

foster placements had children who did not bring any books with them when 

placed.

•  30 foster placements had children who went to the library regularly.

•  44 foster placements had children who read books other than school ones.

•  46 foster carers felt they were responsible for providing reading and writing 

materials, and 38 foster placements had children who are encouraged to write 

thank you notes and letters.
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•  39 foster carers had a GCSE above grade C.

•  47 foster carers felt part of an interagency team.

•  31 foster carers said that educational support has not been made an explicit part 

of their fostering role.

•  42 foster carers had not received training on the importance of supporting 

education.

• 31 foster placements had no specialist books for their fostered children.

• 36 foster placements had foster children who had experienced behavioural 

problems and/or bullying.

• 28 foster placements had foster children who did not have a Life Story Book.

• 20 foster placements had foster children who came without ‘essential’ 

information when placed. 20 placements had no Assessment and Action Plan, 

and 25 foster placements had children who had no Educational Plan.

• 25 foster placements had children who attended school regularly.

•  Information, action guides, circulars and current developments (i.e., supporting 

websites/ charities) are not being cascaded from local authority departments 

and Independent Fostering Agencies to the frontline worker -  the foster carer. 

41 foster carers had not received any educational guides or booklets.

Personal profile of foster carers

This section provides information on the carers. The personal profiles of the respondents are 

given in terms of age, gender, length of fostering commitment, the number of children 

fostered over a fostering career, the longest period of fostering with the same child, in- 

service and accredited training, and the fostering wage and allowance. It includes memories 

of the carers’ own school experiences and standard of education.

The changing climate has moved away from where the background of carers and personal 

motives of fostering are assessed, towards one that looks at the skills the foster carer 

possesses and ability for carrying out the fostering task. This now means appropriate and 

professional training. It also means that demands on carers are greater than ever, and a 

typical foster home now has to be one that not only provides a home from home, but also 

must be one that is now task centred. Bebbington & Miles (1990) identified a typical foster 

home as a two-parent family, the woman being in the 33-55 year age group, one parent
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working, living in a three-bed roomed house and usually with older children. My sample was 

not much different.

The participating Foster Carers

• 51 women and 1 man were surveyed and were the principal carers.

• Foster carers were aged between 30 and 65.

• 39 were educated above GCSE grade C.

• 36 had positive school experiences.

• 47 had undergone in-service training.

• 39 had attended an accredited training course.

• 22 received a wage apart from the fostering allowance.

• 26 had natural bom children living at home.

• The longest stay in same placement was 20 years.

• The largest number of children fostered to one carer was 200 plus.

• The foster carers in my sample had fostered 1267 children.

• The shortest term of fostering by a foster carer was 4 months and the longest 

period of fostering experience was 30 years.

Base number: 52

The longest serving carer had fostered for a total of thirty years, ‘our eldest foster son is 32 -  

he still returns home a lot!’ (8) Another carer had the same foster child for over twenty years, 

and yet another had fostered over two hundred children. Twenty-eight carers had fostered 

between 0-5 years, while twenty-six had fostered 7 or more children throughout their career. 

A carer had adopted one foster child. This makes the sample a stable and balanced one in 

terms of fostering experience, and one that is able to gauge the changes in fostering practice.

The following tables provides an illustrative description of the findings to show the 

breakdown in age of respondent, length of time fostering, number of children fostered over a 

fostering career and the longest and shortest time spent by a child in any one placement. 

Subsequent tables will each identify clearly the strength of a specific response in each of the 

questionnaire categories, and each question therein will be reviewed through an analysis or 

commentary. Each section will reveal and identify the significant findings from that category 

and, if it warrants further explanation, this will be brought forward into the next phase of the
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research. Several questions will now be eliminated at this point; either because they serve no 

further useful function in increasing our knowledge or the response is so significant the 

answers speak for themselves without further elaboration. This process of deduction will be 

the same for all the subsections of the survey. The series key represents one for a yes, two for 

a no, and three for a non-response.

See Tables 4.1 -  4.4

Educational level o f the foster carers

A. Heath et al. (1989), Osborn and St Clair (1987) and Lucey and Walkedine (2000), all 

identify that the educational level of carers did not appear to make any difference in raising 

achievement of foster children, even when foster parents were highly educated. Initial gains 

were recognised in the A Heath et al. study, but progress declined over time. Osborn and St 

Clair (1987) found the educational level of foster parents to be consistent with that of the 

natural parents. My remit did not include finding out the educational level of birth parents, 

but I did ask carers if they (the carers) were educated above grade C, GCSE. Thirty-nine 

carers said they had at least one GCSE above C grade. I was pleased, yet surprised at this 

finding. This was in stark contrast to the views of prominent researchers and commentators. 

Griffiths (1999:5) has stated that foster carers are uneducated, and suggested that training 

was needed to

.. improve the literacy skills of the adults who are caring for them.

A benchmark has to be established that is an indicator of a level of achievement, and some 

may argue that having a C grade at GCSE is not an indicator of a well-educated individual, 

but it does show a standard of education that is a requirement in this country (England) for 

going on into further education.

Training.

Most carers, forty-seven, have undergone some form of generic in-service training. This is 

now a mandatory requirement for becoming a foster carer. Jackson and Sachdev (2001:89) 

reassure us that, ‘many authorities across the UK are encouraging and financially supporting 

foster carers to train for an appropriate qualification’. Thirty-nine claimed they had attended
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Table 4.1 Age of foster carers
30-35 Years 36-40 Years 40 Plus Total number of carers

3 11 35 52

The youngest foster carer: 30 years old. 3 non-responses

The oldest foster carer: 65 years old.

Table 4.2___________________  Length of time fostering

0-5 Years 6-10 Years 11 or more Years Total number of carers

28 11 13 52

The longest period of fostering experience: 30 years. 

The shortest period of fostering: 4 months.

Table 4.3 Number of children fostered over career

1-2 children 3-4 children 5-6 children 7 or more children

8 6 12 26

The carers had fostered a total of 1267 children.

The largest number of children fostered by one carer: 200 plus. 

The smallest number of children fostered: 1.

Table 4.4___________________ Length of stay in same placement

0-2 Years 3-4 Years 5-6 Years 6 or more years

29 13 2 8

Longest stay in same placement: 20 years. 

Shortest stay in same placement: 9 weeks.
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or completed an accredited course. Accredited professional courses are slowly being 

developed, but I am dubious of this finding as explained earlier.

Fostering Allowance/ Waged

It appears that carers who work for local authorities receive an allowance that just covers the 

expenses of the foster child, while the carer who works for an Independent agency receives a 

wage as well.

Natural Born Children

I did not ask if there were any problems in the home concerning natural bom children, but I 

asked if there were natural bom children, aged 18 years or less, still living at home. I have 

sought to look at all aspects of the placement that might influence the development of 

literacy in the foster placement, and this area has been recognised as being an area of 

concern. Pugh (1996), Kelly (1995) Berridge & Cleaver (1987) all identify that foster 

children, who are close in age to the natural bom children, have an increased risk and a high 

rate of placement breakdown. Twenty-six carers in this sample had natural children under 

the age of 18 years.

Own school memories

School experiences can make or break the potential to learn throughout life. How we 

perceive those experiences can, and will, be transmitted to others who emulate us or see us as 

role models. If our experiences of learning have been positive, and we have been successful, 

then the chances of transmitting positive images of school are greatly enhanced. Thirty-six of 

the carers in my sample had positive school experiences and some I identify here (the figures 

in brackets are the numerical identities for individual respondents and are not the numbers of 

respondents who held the view quoted):

‘Very good ones.’ (13)

‘Clear memories of good educational experiences.’ (17)

‘Very positive, I come from an academic family where 

education is highly regarded.’ (8)

‘Whilst I hated school I understand the importance of a good education 

and now try to encourage my placements at school and also after
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school activities.’ (26)

‘Mixed good/bad. I was sent to a boarding school by LCC, as a guinea 

pig for 3 years and before that, moved very often to avoid the Blitz.’ (18)

‘I was top of my year group all through junior school, I attended 

grammar school but found that rather ‘narrow’ in its subject 

areas.’ (23)

There was of course negative comments such as, ‘hated it.’ (26). ‘I used to play truant.’ (2). 

‘The repercussions kids suffer if their background does not fit into the norm.’ (51)

Overall, the carers were very positive when describing their own school experiences, but, as 

identified before, this is contrary to some commentators. Lucey and Walkerdine (2000) 

recognise that carers’ own experiences of education will reflect on the educational ethos 

within the home, and I agree.

Commentary

All influences that impact on the carers’ response to educational matters and their support for 

education will be dictated by the dynamics within the home. If there are competing priorities, 

hostilities, or a carer has a low skill base, then pressures will always seek the least line of 

resistance, which might mean that carers who are not educated, or who do not manage time 

effectively, may overlook their responsibilities in providing literacy-based activities in the 

home. It was good, therefore, to see that a high proportion of these carers had at least a 

GCSE at C grade, even though A. Heath et al. (1994:254) suggest that:

There is no sign that foster children in educationally advantaged 
environments made greater progress over the course of our study.

The poor level of education of carers has often been cited in various research reports, as have 

the negative school experiences of the foster carers, so it was rewarding to see how positive 

this cohort were towards their own educational experiences. These are findings that need no 

further exploration or discussion in this investigation. My results do show there is a disparity 

between those who receive a wage in addition to an allowance, and those who only receive 

an allowance. While this finding does not significantly impact on the carer’s potential to 

support education, it does inhibit the availability of resources, and it will not unify the 

fostering service if some carers are discriminated against financially. There has also been
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concern in research studies of the effects on placement stability where there are natural bom 

children living in the home. Again, in isolation this influence is insignificant, but it is a factor 

that needs to be recognised, if not explored further.

Fostering context

This section of the survey focuses on the perception of the carer of their educational role. It 

explores the contribution carers make to the literacy development of foster children, and it 

asks questions about out-of-school activities in the community and specialist books in the 

home: all areas which help a child make sense of his or her care experiences. It seeks to find 

out if educational support has been made an explicit part of a carer’s role, and whether the 

carer actually feels equipped to help children educationally. Have the carers received training 

on the importance of giving educational support? Are they fully involved in issues related to 

learning difficulties? Have there been bullying and name-calling incidences?

Main findings

• 37 foster carers perceived themselves as educators

• 31 foster placements did not have specialist books in the foster home.

• 38 foster homes had children who attended out-of-school activities.

• 47 foster carers felt equipped to support education.

• 31 foster carers stated that educational support was not made an explicit part 

of a carers’ role.

• 36 foster homes had children who had been bullied or called names.

• 46 foster carers were involved in all decision making.

• 36 foster carers feel it is their responsibility to secure an educational

placement.

• 42 foster carers had not received training on the importance of giving

educational support.

• 27 foster carers were contacted by the school/pre-school about behaviour

problems after a visit by a birth parent.

• 45 foster homes had children who did not get extra allowances for outings,

books, and coaching lessons.

• 50 foster carers had not received the booklet, Breaking their fall.
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• 43 foster homes had children who had not heard of the Children’s Charity, A

National Voice.

• 29 foster homes had children who did not receive the Who Cares? Magazine.

• 52 (100%) foster carers gave examples of positive contributions to literacy 

development.

See Table 4.5 

An educating role

Thirty-seven carers identified themselves as being an educator in some capacity. I used the 

word ‘educator’ in the survey question to see how carers interpreted the word in relation to 

themselves. Some carers felt their educating role was only in relation to the school, 

concerning themselves only with school literacy and with teachers as the only educators. 

Other carers felt their role was more to do with the teaching of life skills, and encouraging 

emotional and social education in the home. Another group of carers felt their role was to 

foster education at every level. ‘Education is a way of giving a child a future.’ (36) Many 

saw their role as one of helping children to overcome previous disadvantage, to enable them 

to catch up. ‘Most children are behind academically and I try to help them catch up.’ (23) 

‘Helping a child overcoming disadvantage of school moves, lack of precious home support 

and consequent low self esteem due to low achievement is a central part of the fostering 

task.’ (1) Many carers took the time and trouble to spend time teaching their foster children 

to read and engaging them in a range of other literacy activities. ‘I believe it’s the duty of 

every foster carer to help with homework, reading and maths and other schoolwork.’(50) 

‘Many of the children placed come from very deprived backgrounds and have never had the 

opportunity or encouragement to learn. I encourage my placements as I do with my own 

child.’ (26).

Contribution to literacy

All carers, a 100% response rate, claimed they made some positive contribution towards the 

literacy development of their foster children, and many literacy-based activities were 

discussed. My small sample shows that improvements are occurring, and foster carers are 

feeling significantly more confident in providing educational support and contributing 

towards literacy development. Most feel they make a positive contribution to literacy
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development, and the activities they felt to be important were centred on school activities 

such as reading and homework. Not one carer identified that contributing to literacy 

development might also include playing board games, enjoying puzzles together, family 

quizzes. Not identified also were activities such as exploring the countryside together: 

walking, bird watching, fishing outings, etc. R. Sinclair (1997) recognises that foster carers 

need to be more skilful. However, I think they are; they just need to raise their awareness of 

the range of opportunities there are in the home.

Some responses from  my respondents:

‘Both children are on Special Needs at school. I have a good relationship 

with school, we do all homework and reading at home.’(6)

‘Read and listen to reading.’ (4)

‘Whatever I can.’ (12)

‘Help with schoolwork at home, reading and spellings.’ (2)

‘Help and advise with schoolwork and help to enjoy books.’ (23)

‘I take them to the local library.’ (11)

‘Short sessions of RRR.’ (51)

Farmer et a l (2004) asserts that carers varied in the extent they concerned themselves with 

educational matters, and I tend to agree. Some of the respondents, who identified themselves 

as working for independent agencies, were more explicit in their responses when describing 

the work they did. The responses showed clearly the degree of interest, not only in 

responding to the questions, but also, in the way they described their involvement in 

educational matters. A deeper, more thorough comparison could have been made from the 

differences of returns, but this was not within my remit.

Specialist Books

Only twenty-one homes had books that children could relate their own experiences to. I 

found this finding surprising. Why is it that only twenty-one homes had books in them that 

would help vulnerable children make sense of their unique experiences, and give them an 

opportunity to identify with others in a similar situation? One carer had ‘teenage books about 

experiences of fostering but nothing for the younger age group.’(lO) Another had ‘life 

support books, colour and feel books.’(9) ‘We have leaflets on every subject going,’ wrote 

another (20), while one more said that the only books given ‘were what fostering and care
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orders are about.’(16). I had asked respondents to elaborate on this question and say what 

type of books they had, but most left the space blank. There were some responses, however: 

‘Talk about books relating to fostering and adoption emotional health as well as novels of 

children in care.’(l) ‘Books that reflect their interests -  mixed-race background.’(8)

This result does imply that there is little importance placed on having specialist books in the 

home and a lack of knowledge about the need to provide them. There is also a lack of respect 

shown by their absence. Registered childminders, who provide a home based service, are 

asked by OFSTED inspectors to ensure there is a wide range of books and toys to reflect the 

diversity of individuals and are asked to see them on inspection. Why, then, are not carers 

asked about the resources they provide? There are many good authors that write specifically 

for and about children who are fostered or adopted (Jacqueline Wilson, the Foster Family 

series, etc); yet there seemed to be little on the home library shelf in the foster home. (See 

appendix 3)

Extra Allowances and out-of school clubs

Volume 4 of The Department of Health series of guidance to the Children Act (1989) states 

that ‘children should be encouraged and given opportunities to develop and pursue leisure 

interests and specific gifts they may have.’ The National Standards for Foster Care (11.5) 

states that the foster home provides an environment where financial and other support for 

attending school trips and other activities are met. However, when I asked respondents if 

foster children were given extra allowances for outings, extra books etc, the predominant 

answer was a resounding no. One carer gave an emphatic NO to the question of extra 

allowances being given for leisure pursuits, but this was followed by ‘the local authority will 

pay for an educational trip.’ (11) Some private agencies do make allowances: ‘Agency carers 

receive a professional fee to cover some of these, but at times extra tuition and specialist 

school is essential and not funded.’ (1) Another carer responded by saying, ‘Unknown, never 

asked. Have funded everything ourselves. Social Services are saying there is no money.’(12) 

It appears that private agencies will provide extra funds, but local LA’s will not.

Forty-five carers were not given extra funds, yet thirty-eight of the foster children attended 

some form of out-of-school activity. The foster children enjoyed a range of activities: 

swimming, music lessons, scouts, dancing lessons, extra private tuition, etc. Gilligan (1999) 

identified that talents and gifts should be encouraged and enhanced, yet no extra allowances
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are given for children to participate in extra activities, and, had it not been for the motivation 

of the carers to pursue the children’s interests, they would not participate in them at all.

Equipped to help educationally

Literacy practices are bi-directional: from carer to child, and from child to carer. It is a two- 

way exchange: a support system that will actively promote literacy competence. A. Heath et 

a l (1989) and Jackson (1986) were right in stating that a reason for underachievement was 

not because there was insufficient attention given to the foster children; my sample showed 

that most of the carers were competent and skilful. ‘Many need to be taught the basics that 

are not taught at school.’ (27) A massive forty-seven carers said they felt equipped to support 

children in their education, and were doing so, even though they had not received specific 

training in this area. The homes are not impoverished or limited in literacy opportunity, and 

the carers, forty-seven at least, are very suitable role models and educators. Education has a 

value in the foster placement, even though it is not made an explicit part of the carers’ role. 

These are significant findings: ‘I am not a teacher but I can assist teachers and give general 

life education.’(36) The transmission of literacy practices is not a one-way channel and 

carers actively interact with their foster children: ‘[You] take on the role as parent and teach 

your child life skills.’ (13) This is good news.

Educational support made explicit/  Training on educational matters 

Educational support has not been made explicit as part of a foster carers’ role. Only twenty- 

one carers had been advised, or told, that part of their role was to give educational support. 

‘It is presumed that I will support education on which I agree with, but there has been no 

specific training on it.’ (23)

Even though carers may not yet have comprehensive training opportunities on the 

importance of giving educational support, many are very well equipped to give it. ‘No 

training planned but as a mother I feel I must give my placements as much support as if they 

were my birth children.’ (26) ‘We feel it is an essential part of parenting and therefore part of 

fostering - with the extra component of children who have clearly been disadvantaged in the 

education system and often have emotional/ behavioural problems which inhibit their ability 

to learn.’ (29).
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This lack of training is not a surprising result when major reports, such as the SSI/OFSTED 

Report (1995) The Guidance on the Education o f Looked After Children (2000) and the 

Social Exclusion Report (2003), although making reference to the importance of appropriate 

training for foster carers, continue to focus more on the contribution of the school. Are we to 

be convinced by the assertion made in the quote by Jackson and Sandev (2001:89) when my 

results show differently?

To ensure that children living in foster families receive 
adequate educational support, a number of authorities provide 
training to foster carers, to raise their awareness of the 
importance of educational attainments and to provide them 
with appropriate skills and strategies to support their 
foster children’s education.

The quotes cited by carers show how dedicated they can be in supporting education, but 

forty-two, a staggering 81% of carers in my sample had not received any training on the 

importance of giving educational support. ‘The agency runs a day of education jargon that 

was informative but sometimes initials are used but these were explained.’ (11).

Even though the survey was completely anonymous some comments made by the carers led 

me again to understand that independent agencies provide far better working conditions than 

local authorities: better training, better support structure, and carers are better funded and 

financed, not only receiving a wage, but able to draw on funds to access specialist services.

Behaviour and bullying problems

Bullying continues to be a problem. Thirty-six children in placement had undergone some 

form of bullying, either in the community or in school. Bullying and name-calling can even 

have life-long effects. It is something that requires to be addressed. I asked carers also 

whether there had been behaviour difficulties after a parental visit, and twenty-seven stated 

there had been. I had expected this figure to be even higher due to contact having the 

potential to disrupt behaviour. Nevertheless, both figures were still too high.

Rowe (1984) found significant behaviour problems in her studies, and reported lack of 

concentration, attention-seeking behaviour, raised anxiety levels and insecurity: all of which 

would impact on the ability to learn. Kelly (1995) found that behaviour problems were a

109



common cause of family breakdown, and Hunter (2001:123) comments, ‘Self- 

destructiveness makes the child all set to make even good carers powerless to help.’ If 

behaviour issues and bullying continues to be a problem then these issues will continue to 

present a barrier to learning.

Guides and charities

There are numerous guides, booklets and leaflets published with information that benefits 

young people in public care, yet, startlingly, my respondents are unaware of most of them. In 

recent times, voluntary agencies and charities have come into being to promote the interests 

of this group of children, recognising that information-sharing contributes to and promotes 

equal opportunity. Breaking their fa ll is a publication written specifically for carers to inform 

them of the reasons why many children Looked After have poor literacy skills. Surprisingly, 

fifty out of the fifty two carers surveyed had not heard of the magazine, yet according to The 

Right To Read Project Report (2002:8), ‘Breaking their fa ll put forward a number of proven 

strategies for addressing the poor literacy of children in public care.’ There was the same 

kind of response regarding the magazine, Who Cares? This is a magazine specifically written 

for children in public care, yet twenty-nine homes did not receive it. This publication offers 

advice and support to children and young people; it offers helpful tips to help a child make 

sense of their unique experiences. It has competitions, quizzes and articles of interest, as well 

as a letter section. Forty-three carers had not heard of A National Voice, a charity that 

concerns itself with safeguarding and representing the interests of this group. I found these 

results astonishing too. When answering the question about the magazine one carer (36) said 

of their foster son that ‘he throws it away unopened,’ but at least the boy received it.

Decision-making

Forty-six carers were involved in the decision-making process regarding issues related to 

learning difficulties, statement procedures and behaviour. This is good news and shows that 

effective co-operation and partnerships between home and school may actually be working.

School placement

Thirty-six carers secured a school placement for their foster child, but there are exceptions: 

‘When I take a child more often than not no schooling has been arranged. The last boy had 

no school for 12 weeks. He was offered 2 hours for 2 weeks the last week I had him. He is 

illiterate. I had private tuition for him; he picked up his 60 key words very quickly. However,
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he has moved on and the situation will happen again. He is totally terrified of school thanks 

to the system. Social Services blamed the absence of a statement for this.’(27) ‘This is a 

shared responsibility -  but we feel concerned that sometimes children need a small 

supportive unit which may only be available within the independent sector, and funding is 

difficult to obtain, as is advice.’(1)

Circular 13/94 states that carers are the ones that make the first contact with school on any 

issue related to education, and my results show this to be happening. Carers have common 

knowledge of local schools in their area and are usually the ones who negotiate admission.

Commentary

Carers do perceive their role as one of an educator in some capacity, and they do feel 

equipped to offer educational help and give support in educational matters related to the 

school. Some provide educational input in their own right. Significantly, all can describe 

some contribution they have made towards the literacy development of their charges, even if 

it is only providing some paper and crayons. Most feel it is their responsibility to secure an 

educational placement, and the majority are involved in any decision related to educational 

matters. Regrettably, over half of my sample had contacted the school about behaviour 

problems after a visit by a birth parent. There are no extra allowances given for out-of-school 

leisure interests, even though research shows that enhancing gifts and talents through leisure 

pursuits engenders the growth of resilience, and has a protective value against later mental 

health problems. Guides and circulars are not being distributed and that a charity exists to 

support the interests of young people in public care is not generally known.

Training in educational support is not an integral component of the carers’ in-service 

training, even though major governmental reports have advised on this for over 12 years. 

The reports have emphasised the important contribution carers can make, but the educational 

role of the carer has neither been made explicit in recruitment nor in training. There is no 

provision for specialist books to be in the home, although research again shows the 

protective value of working with books or materials that address issues of conflict or distress 

in an indirect, non-threatening way. There are no extra allowances to buy such books or 

materials, but luckily carers have provided the funds and many children participated in a 

range of activities. Bullying is still commonplace.
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All issues in this context are important but the aspects on training and educational support 

and specialist resources will be explored in greater depth later. The cascading and 

information sharing of important documents will be discussed too.

Literacy context

This section deals explicitly with literacy related activities in the home and environment to 

assess exactly what literacy based opportunities, events and practices are taking place. My 

initial impression is that there is a great deal going on in the foster placement to develop 

literacy-based practices. I must again define what I mean by ‘supporting education’ because I 

have to reiterate that I have only seen the term used in relation to the support carers can give 

to other agencies in supporting the education of Young People in Public Care; it is not seen 

in relation to what the carer can do for them in the home, except to ensure the young person 

has, ‘suitable school clothing and appropriate equipment such as PE shoes....’(Source: NVQ 

training manual, 2001:22-24). I use the term ‘supporting education’ to mean the practical 

‘hands on’ help a carer can give in relation to the provision of literacy opportunities, events, 

practices, and development of literacy within the home, and not just the support they give to 

the school by ensuring children have the right PE shoes.

You can really help a child’s or young person’s schoolwork 
by doing simple things at home, like helping with homework 
and getting them to talk about what they are doing at school

NVQ Training manual (2001:22)

Numerous questions were asked in this section, which would identify the actual 

opportunities, events, practices and developments that were taking place.

Main findings

• 23 foster homes had children who did not own any personal books.

• 50 foster homes had a variety of books.

• 27 foster homes had children who had not brought books with them when

placed.

• 37 foster homes had children who regularly read/ and were bought comics and

magazines.
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• 44 foster homes had children who did not have access to Care websites.

• 46 foster carers felt they were responsible for providing reading and writing

materials.

• 42 foster carers were involved in reading activities.

• In 30 homes library borrowing is a regular activity.

• 47 foster homes had a quiet place for children to read or study.

• 28 foster homes had children who had no Life Story Book.

• 38 foster homes had children who were encouraged to write letters, notes, and

messages.

• 52 (100%) foster carers are able to spend quality time with their foster children.

• 50 foster carers did not receive the Government’s supplement to the guidance,

Education Protects.

• 22 foster carers thought they were not responsible for reading to, or with, their

foster child.

• 50 foster carers thought listening to music important.

See Table 4.6

Book ownership and hooks when placed

Ownership of books was my first question because the response would indicate, in the first 

instance, the book reading culture of the home. Twenty-nine children owned their own books 

and this indicated to me that reading for pleasure was part of the practice of many of the 

homes. This number, however, was discouragingly low. Owning books, as opposed to 

borrowing books from library or school, indicates that reading is enjoyed enough to want to 

own them, but what about the other twenty three foster placements who had children that did 

not own any personal books? And only twenty-five foster placements had children who had 

brought books with them when placed. These findings could appear outrageous until we look 

a little closer at them. Twenty-three foster placements had children who did not have a book 

of their own, but fifty foster placements had a variety of books in them that were shared by 

the whole household. The home library did appear to be well stocked. ‘We are 

bibliophiles.’(8).
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The question now was, did the children have access to those household books, were they age 

appropriate and suitable, and did the foster home encourage the foster child to engage with 

them in an active way? Reference books, fiction and non-fiction reading material were 

described, and talking books, read-along books were all identified as having a place in the 

home library. If fostered children do not access the household books then this finding 

becomes very significant. It appears, however, there is reading activity going on in many of 

the foster placements because forty-two foster carers were involved in reading activities and 

forty-six carers felt a responsibility to provide reading material.

Involvement in reading and reading responsibility

How luxurious it must be to sit with an interested adult and read a much loved and much 

thumbed book! Shared book reading opportunities are the greatest precursor to later reading 

success (Topping and Wolfendale 1995). Griffiths (1999) has accused foster carers of not 

being aware of the importance of reading, but this was not upheld in my findings. ‘I would 

like them to have as much pleasure from reading as I have.’ (40) ‘Who else would read to 

them or with them? (4). Forty-two carers were actively involved in shared and paired reading 

activities or in giving encouragement to read alone, although curiously only thirty thought it 

was their responsibility to initiate them. I would have to find out why this was the case.

‘I read individually to each child every evening.’(l) ‘We listen to them read. We help them 

to choose books. We read bedtime stories.’(8) Many carers were professional people, besides 

being carers, and they included teachers and social workers who acknowledged the value of 

reading in the home and to the children. Research has shown it is not simply enough to flood 

the environment with books and writing materials, and my findings show that carers actively 

interacted in a positive manner. They were also involved in the provision of literacy 

materials. ‘We read at home. Our aim is 30 pages a week. We don’t always manage this but 

we keep trying.’(6)

Research shows conclusively that literacy development, which begins in the home, is 

instrumental in future achievement at school (Bus et al. 1995; Wells 1987). Social and 

cultural disadvantages (J.W. B. Douglas 1964; Osborn and St. Clair 1987 and Halsey et al. 

1982) have also been implicated in studies as a reason for the failure to progress 

educationally. They report that if parents were genuinely interested in the child’s progress, 

and actively encouraged them, this could alleviate other disadvantages. It could be argued
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then, that young people in public care are not disadvantaged in an educational sense by being 

in the state system, and may even fare better than if they were in their birth families. If the 

children’s family of origin placed no value on educational success, and did not positively 

encourage educational achievement as most of these carers in this sample did, then being 

looked after by the state may actually be to their educational advantage.

Comics and magazines

Comics and magazines also formed an integral part of the reading ethos with thirty-seven 

households regularly buying them.

Provision o f reading and writing materials and letter writing practices

Questions were asked on the provision of reading and writing materials. ‘Children need to be 

helped to appreciate and enjoy literacy and this has to start and be encouraged at home.’ (1) 

Providing the materials to develop literacy competence is ‘part of good parenting.’(14). 

Another carer provided materials because, ‘I want to give them the tools to be creative in any 

way they choose.’(8) Several others simply said that they provided everything the child 

needed. ‘I provide everything as I do with my own children. ’ (10)

It was encouraging to learn that forty-six carers provided on a regular basis some form of 

writing or reading materials, and these were integral items of the household. Thirty-eight 

carers also encouraged their foster children to write letters, thank you notes and messages. It 

is commonly assumed that the tools of literacy (pens, paper, crayons, etc) are readily 

available in every household, but this is not so. Therefore it was gratifying to see that in the 

foster placement they were commonplace.

Library use, library membership and home library

Bald et al. (1995) identified in his study that children rarely went to the library and in my 

survey only thirty fostering households used the library regularly, or used it as an 

opportunity to make it a family activity. There was no regulation by either the independent 

fostering agencies or the social service departments to make library visiting a mandatory 

requirement. Libraries, today, offer much more than just borrowing books and this aspect of 

improving the educational chances of this group of children is not being utilized. There are 

one or two isolated projects where the library service is in partnership with a local social 

service department, and together they find practical ways to encourage young people in
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public care to take full advantage of what is on offer. One such initiative in the West 

Midlands, Caring with Books, which provides the foster home with family tickets, book 

buying sessions, free photocopying facilities, and involves them in reading-trains and writing 

competitions. The children are also invited to presentations of published authors talking 

about their books. Another resource of the project is to overlook fines on overdue books, but 

this is arguably one resource too many. Part of learning and being self-directed is to take 

personal responsibility for one’s own actions and to be disciplined; waiving book fines does 

not encourage this personal autonomy.

Quiet study area

It was most satisfying to see that forty-seven children had a quiet area in which to study or be 

alone. The bedroom was of course a popular place, but a spare sitting room was identified, as 

was a separate study. ‘Their bedrooms - they also have a large playroom with tables and 

chairs in -  and books!’(8) ‘He has his own room with a desk and a chair and computer 

facilities.’(23)

Life Story Work

Only nineteen children had, or were continuing to build, a Life Story Book. This figure is 

probably higher because five respondents did not indicate in their returns if their fostered 

children were building a Life Story Book. This was a disappointing result when the 

significance of the work involved in creating and building an identity and background 

through Life Story Work is so valuable and important for a child who is dislocated from his 

or her own family. Throughout this research I have met key contradictions. Policy decisions 

enshrined in law state that the best interests of the child must always be paramount, yet I 

have found instances where the child is not best served. Life Story Work is one of these 

contradictions. On the one hand, the background and culture of a child’s own family must be 

promoted and respected, where identity with the family of origin must be maintained. On the 

other hand, there is a lack of respect for the child’s need to work through their life’s pathway 

when Life Story Work is not in place to help a child learn about, and identify with, their own 

unique family circumstances and their journey through the care system. It should be an 

integral part of policy and good practice: as important as the care, educational plans,

assessment and action plans, and other LAC forms. These forms monitor and chart the 

child’s development and progress objectively, yet it seems that because of its highly
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subjective and aesthetic nature, Life Story Work has not become part of a policy that grounds 

it in practice.

Quality time

Unanimously, (100%) carers indicated that at some point during every week they made time 

to spend some quality time with their young charges. Can we believe such a good result? For 

some this meant incorporating this time into the fabric of normal everyday activities and 

routines, but nevertheless, making sure it was precious and special. ‘When the children are in 

the bath every night, and private talk time just before bed.’(8) Another carer found the 

opportunity to spend quality time with her foster child, ‘on days out, journeys, in car and 

daily sit round the table etc, and one-to-one. ’(6)

Guide

The guide, Education Protects, was issued as a supplement specifically for carers to inform 

them of their role in improving the educational chances of their foster children. I consider 

this document to be very important as a first tool to bring awareness of the vital and pivotal 

role carers play in raising achievement. Astonishingly, only one carer in my sample had 

received it. This is a disgraceful finding and has very serious implications of failure at the 

institutional level if such an important supplement is not being cascaded downwards to the 

key workers for whom it was meant.

Websites

The computer and Internet is swiftly becoming part of every household. Information 

technology has expanded considerably in the last decade making it accessible to everyone, 

and more employers require employees to have computer literacy skills. As a result of this 

expansion, and the belief that many homes now own a computer, software packages have 

been marketed and a range of online services geared towards young people in public care. 

Carezone is one such website designed to give children access to a wide range of information 

and support from other children in public care. There must be an awareness that this type of 

merchandise is still evolving, nevertheless, only eight foster homes had heard of CareZone, 

or any other site devoted to the needs of children in care. One carer stated that she had 

difficulty helping with homework, because they didn’t have use of a computer. Many local 

authorities are now putting a computer in each placement, but this is not yet common 

practice.
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Music

Music has the ability to change mood and be therapeutic. It has also been known to calm the 

nerves (although it does depend on the type) and so the inclusion in the questionnaire of the 

importance of listening to music was appropriate. Fifty carers stated that they felt listening to 

music had beneficial effects for their foster children, and this is an encouraging finding.

Commentary

The Right To Read Project Report 2001:8 recognises, ‘the pivotal role of literacy is in 

enabling children to access all other aspects of education,’ and it appears that most foster 

carers recognise it too. Jackson (1994:277) also identifies that,

children who are read to often in their early years are more 
likely to read early themselves.

I was very happy to see how active carers were in the shared reading task, making reading 

opportunities part of everyday routine and actually knowing the importance of doing so, so I 

did not quite understand why a small percentage of carers felt it was not their responsibility 

to encourage reading, or to read to, or with, their fostered child? Topping and Wolfensdale 

(1995); Wells (1985); Wade and Moore (1996a); Bus et a l (1995) and Topping (1988), have 

all identified how vital and important it is to share in a reading activity. In addition, forty- 

seven of them were providing a quiet place to study. Thirty-eight carers encouraged letter 

writing and notes of thanks, but only twenty-nine children owned their own books and not 

many children brought books with them into the foster placement. Thankfully, all the carers 

found time to share special moments.

Proximity of books and psychological proximity of people 
around enhanced the placements, opportunities, and access 
to books for children.

Neuman (2000:308)

Comics and magazines buying are integral practices of the household and listening to music 

is considered important, but access to appropriate websites has still to evolve. In all but two 

households there are a variety of books for the whole family, even though library borrowing 

was not a practiced activity.
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There are numerous literacy based opportunities and events being offered in the foster 

placement, so the overarching topics to emerge from this subsection relate to Life Story 

Work (or lack of this work) as a practice of the foster placement and access to books, book 

ownership and book reading responsibility, even though the literacy practices within the 

home will form a common thread throughout the rest of this research.

School context

This context explores the relationship between home and school, and enquires about 

attendance, liaison matters, issues of exclusion and truancy, reviews, discipline problems, 

sociability, and the role of the designated teacher. The emphasis was not on the school as 

educator; therefore, the discussion will only concern itself with school related issues that 

impact on the home, i.e. homework and attendance.

Main Findings

• 40 foster carers knew their foster child’s designated teacher

• 44 foster homes had children who read other books besides school ones.

• 40 foster carers were given advice on exclusion and truancy issues.

• 45 foster homes had children who attended school regularly.

• 44 foster carers had some liaison with school.

• 46 foster carers attended school concerts and parent’s evenings.

• 21 foster homes had children who were withdrawn from school to attend

reviews.

• 48 foster carers attend parents’ evenings.

• 38 foster homes had children who mixed well socially.

• 50 foster carers helped with homework

• 47 foster carers felt equipped to help with homework.

• 30 foster carers involved parents in decisions regarding the school.

• 45 foster carers had not received the guide: Who Cares? About Education?

See Table 4.7
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Withdrawal from  class fo r  reviews

Happily it was not a regular occurrence to withdraw a child from school or class to attend a 

review. Twenty-one carers in my sample had children withdrawn from class to attend a 

review. Some carers find this unacceptable. One carer stated she was, ‘totally against this. 

We are trying to make life normal but days off are difficult to explain to children in class and 

when X goes missing with head teacher.’(48) Childcare reviews should be out of school 

hours, because it is not appropriate to withdraw a child from a class to attend to business that 

is not school related.

Involving parents in school matters

The question I asked was: were parents involved in the educational decisions of their 

children? Thirty carers did involve parents in school matters, but there was no enthusiasm to 

do so. ‘Most of the parents I have been involved with are more interested in their own needs 

than their child’s.’(36) ‘It wasn’t easy as parents violent.’(14)

School attendance/truancy and exclusion issues

Another of New Labour’s ‘targets’ was to reduce the number of expulsions by one third, 

because expelled children cost four to five times as much to teach in the units they are 

referred to. Independent appeal panels can overrule head teachers who want to expel a child, 

and this has lowered the rate of expulsions. It does appear that carers take on the educational 

responsibility of their charges, and forty of them had been given advice on exclusion and 

truancy issues. One carer stated that her foster child was on ‘half day exclusions at present.’ 

(19) ‘Most of the young people we have staying have been excluded from EBD (Emotional 

Behavioural Disorders) schools so we are often currently not in any schooling.’(20) Making 

it harder for head teachers to exclude pupils may mean that Looked After children could be 

discriminated against. The Social Exclusion Unit (1998) asserts that the educational 

achievements of young people in public care are symptomatic of the low priority that is 

accorded to this group, and, as they are already labelled and discriminated against, these 

children could be targeted. If it is harder to exclude, then children who are already 

stereotyped may find it harder to get a school place.

The government’s drive to reduce exclusion may be one of the reasons why I did not find 

expulsion or non-attendance to be a factor in underachievement in my sample. Blyth and 

Milner (1994) researched at length the issues of exclusion and truancy, but I found no
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evidence in my sample to say that exclusion was an issue, even though earlier research has 

shown that 40% of school exclusions involve children in care. Non-attendance and exclusion 

are ‘significant features of the educational experience of many Looked After children. The 

proportion of non-attendance and exclusion was higher (26.6%) for children in the last two 

years of schooling.’ (Social Exclusion Unit 1988)

Homework/equipped to help with homework

Homework matters have also been under the scrutiny of researchers, and again I can find no 

evidence that homework is being withheld by the schools in relation to Looked After 

children, neither can I find evidence that homework is not being supported in the foster 

home. Fifty carers helped or supported homework, and, forty-seven felt they were suitably 

equipped to help in all aspects related to homework. If carers felt uncertain, then they would 

seek help from the school. My results show that most carers in this sample were equipped to 

help with homework, and all supported their children with their homework. ‘Many looked 

after children are excluded from homework.’ Griffiths (1999) If schools were excluding 

these children from homework, then they certainly weren’t excluding the children of the 

carers in my survey.

School concerts/play s/parents* evenings

The carers are very active in attending extra curricula events. Forty-six carers attended play 

and concerts to support the extra curricula activities of their Looked After children, even 

though one carer commented that she would attend, ‘if they stayed in the school long enough 

to take part in anything!’(20) Forty-eight carers did, however, attend parents’ evenings and 

took an active interest in educational progress. Interestingly, carers were not enthusiastic 

about birth parents being involved in school matters. It didn’t matter whether it was 

attending school concerts, issues of discipline or progress: carers in this sample were 

reluctant to involve parents. ‘On some occasions it is not always beneficial for parents’ input. 

Parents can feel resentful towards foster carers and do not want any sort of co-operation.’ (3)

Guide: Who Cares? About Education

The guide: ‘Who cares? About Education?’ was written specifically for children in public 

care. This action guide was written for children aged eleven and upwards, so it must be 

stressed that the figure of forty-five children who had not received this guide could overstate 

the results somewhat, as some of the children will have been below the target age. However,
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it is significant that the other guides have also not been distributed. The ‘Who Cares? About 

Education ’ guide was supposed to help children understand how to get advice from the 

people and organisations that would support the young person in school and in education 

generally. It was supposed to advise on how to go about matters if things were not as they 

should be. One carer explained, ‘Wouldn’t look at it if sent.’(35) The young person 

concerned would clearly make that decision once he had received the action guide but the 

choice not to look at it should be there to be made. There was no such guide to help younger 

children to weave their way through school with support, and this guide, I feel, should have 

been addressed to a younger age group as well. (In 2004, a magazine for younger children 

was published).

Designated teacher

Forty carers knew of and worked with, their foster child’s designated teacher. This result is 

good, because there were only five that had yet to learn of the role of the designated teachers. 

The remaining seven from the sample either had children who had yet to attend school, or 

had just left.

Sociability/behaviour in school and at home

It is a convention of questioning that some questions are asked in a different form in order to 

identify the strength of a response, and many questions in the survey could be cross 

referenced with others to find this out. Discipline issues and reading activities were two such 

areas. Forty-three carers identified that behaviour was a significant issue for the school and 

home, although they did report that thirty-six of their foster children mixed well at school. 

Earlier identification showed that in twenty-seven foster placements, foster children 

displayed behaviour problems in school and at home, after a visit by a birth parent. 

Discipline in schools is a continuing problem.

Liaison

Garnet (1995) identified there was little advice given to carers on how to liaise with schools, 

yet I found that little advice was needed because carers took the initiative to communicate 

with the school as they saw fit. Berridge (1987) felt that carers were unclear about whose 

responsibility it was to resolve educational problems, yet my sample was certainly clear 

about their duties regarding the school. Bald et a l (1995:29) also stated that carers are not 

fully informed about educational matters,

122



... felt inhibited about providing educational support 
on behalf of the young people with schools and teachers.

Things must be improving, however, because carers are taking responsibility for educational 

problems, and are certainly not inhibited in liaising with the school on behalf of the children. 

‘We work as a team since our children present a lot of discipline problem and behaviour 

problems.’(8) ‘We all monitor behaviour closely. I attend regular meetings. School is aware 

of child’s circumstances.’(23) It appears there is more face-to-face, direct school contact 

with carers than with social workers. Much of the liaison with the school, however, was 

concerned more with behaviour issues than with educational ones: ‘Due to problems, we are 

in contact at any time if either of us has difficulties with behaviour or education, usually not 

doing homework.’(14) ‘When I had a 6-year old boy I was in constant contact with school 

due to behaviour problems.’(27)

Commentary^

The results in this subsection were very consistent and almost all the questions in this context 

could be eliminated. The results from this section speak for themselves without further 

elaboration, except to challenge the perception and findings of other authors that proclaim 

that homework is not seen to matter in the home, or that the school relinquishes its 

responsibility to provide it. I cannot support these assertions here.

It is not reasonable to blame the care system for the poor educational performance of its 

children without identifying the limitations of other agencies. The research objectives of this 

investigation does not actively explore the contribution of the school (this has been 

adequately researched elsewhere) but it does look towards the school in relation to liaison 

between home-school relations, homework issues, exclusion, truancy and attendance, which 

will impact on the foster placement. Fletcher (1993) was amongst the ‘leaders’ in exploring 

the limited level of educational achievement of children Looked After, identifying the scant 

attention it received and suggesting, in part, that the school system was responsible. She 

proffered that educational departments and teachers give scant attention to the children’s 

progress and had low expectations of them anyway. Carlen et a l (1992) insists that schools 

stigmatise, discriminate and humiliate; she suggests there is name-calling by both teachers 

and pupils. I cannot disclaim or affirm these claims, but what I can say is that carers are the 

lynchpins around which both education and social service departments rotate, and thoy are
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the ones that have first contact with the school and have first hand knowledge of what 

happens to the Looked After child in school.

If children are seen as underachievers who will not make a contribution to the school’s 

success in the league tables, then promoting their inclusion becomes even more difficult, and 

the division between care and education widens even more. It does not help collaborative 

working between these services. Schools could utilize foster carers more, because my 

evidence shows that they do effectively liaise with the school, even if the local social service 

department does not. It is regrettable that most contact with the school concerns behaviour 

issues, and perhaps perceptions by both school and foster placement need to change to 

recognise the educative value of the carer as an equal partner, and not solely as one who has 

the caring role. Discussions on educational progress should not be taking second place to 

behaviour problems, but, until behaviour issues are resolved, educational matters will get 

caught in the slipstream and receive less attention. Close liaison between these agencies is 

made difficult when the propulsion of the school is to be successful at all costs, and the need 

of the social services is to find a school place, irrespective of its academic reputation. Both 

have different agendas to meet, and these may not be in the best interests of the Looked After 

children.

Schools must show that the majority of its pupils are achieving, because they have the 

competitive ‘race for results’ mentality. Who wants children that research has shown to be 

not only disruptive but underachievers as well? The 1988 Education Reform Act saw 

exclusion rates soar. Competitive pressures and a market-led mentality, league tables and a 

results-led school system, has made the educational fate of these children even more dire; 

nor is finding a school place as easy as the government would have us believe. The foster 

carer appears to be the mediator between the two services and the one who makes the wheels 

run smoothly, but they are in a difficult position with so much at stake.

The responsibility for change doesn’t just rest with care systems, but with an education 

policy that judges a school only on external results. The Educational Reform Act (1988) has 

effectively placed Looked After children on the educational scrap heap, and this may account 

for the fact that nothing was done to improve their educational outcomes until now. Certainly 

my results show that bullying and name-calling continues to be a problem in schools. This
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will of course impact on the potential to learn, and put in the shade any initiative to raise 

standards.

Policy profile

What is happening at the institutional level? The present government developed a monitoring 

system to gather data, monitor performance, and to help raise achievement. Are plans being 

made with the active participation of the carer? Does the carer hold a personal education plan 

for each child and receive an assessment and action plan as well? Do carers feel they are an 

integral part of an interagency team? Are they given productive support, or is there a 

mismatch between agencies, interagency collaboration, and those on the frontline, as claimed 

by Cleaver (1998)? Is there congruence and concordance between all concerned? Do carers 

‘get along’ with social services, schools, and families of origin? Do the stakeholders with 

responsibility for Looked After children share the same experiential experiences? Are they 

like-minded?

Main Findings

• 27 foster homes had children who held a Personal Education Plan.

• 45 foster carers had read Code of Practice and National Standards.

• 44 foster carers were fully involved in planning educational needs.

• 47 foster carers felt part of an interagency team.

• 20 foster carers did not receive Assessment and Action Plans with every child.

• 48 foster carers had regular, productive support from placing agency.

• 20 foster carers did not receive ‘essential information’ on the day the child was

placed.

• 44 core members attended reviews regularly.

• 31 foster carers were members of the Fostering Network.

• 33 foster carers had not received the guide, Education: A guide fo r Foster Carers. 

See Table 4.8

Social services departments have to implement all the new policy changes and measures and 

sometimes they can drown under the weight of all the new documentation and legislation. 

One of their central roles is to protect the interests of Looked After children, and they have to
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respond both to the needs of the child, while at the same time try to implement all the new 

policies that place increasing pressure on them. This subsection examines the role of 

agencies in promoting literacy development and practices within the foster placement.

Planning

Surprisingly, forty-four carers were fully involved in planning the care and educational needs 

of their foster child but ‘It varies between LA’s.’ (1) The benefits arising from agencies and 

members within the same team working together cannot be understated. This was good 

news. There should be interdependency on all agencies and institutions, and upon individuals 

within them, to plan the needs of all children, not only the educational health of these 

children, but their total welfare and well-being, and carers are clearly involved in this.

Guides/ membership

Thirty-one carers were members of the Fostering Network. It appears that local authorities 

automatically subscribe their carers to the organisation. Independent fostering agency carers 

do not have automatic membership. One carer had not even heard of it.

Reviews

I asked if each member of the core group - social worker, designated teacher, carer, and 

parent - attended regular reviews in order to assess whether ‘joined up’ working partnerships 

were really in place. Forty-four carers identified that core members attended regular review 

meetings and all the carers in my sample regularly attended reviews: it was the school 

representative that was often absent. On the whole this was a good result, even though 

‘sometimes parents refuse to attend or a duty social worker will come instead.’(11) ‘We were 

the only ones present,’ stated one carer. (37) Another said, ‘the short notice often precludes 

school staff from attending.’(36)

The role of the corporate parent does not just rest with social services; schools also have a 

responsibility as advocated in Pupils with Problems, DfEE Circular 13/94. Working 

partnerships are seen as essential and vital, where legal issues, provision and responsibilities 

are shared amongst the care providers to promote continuity of care.
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They (social workers) expected teachers at reviews and make 
a report but we found it surprising that social workers were 
less inclined to include in their reports information from foster 
carers about children’s educational progress.

Hill (1999:374)

Personal Education Plan, Assessment and Action Record and LAC forms 

These forms of assessment and monitoring were brought into play to record and chart the 

care and educational development of each young person in public care. Twenty-seven homes 

held personal education plans, thirty-two received an assessment and action plan, and thirty- 

two received LAC forms on the same day the child was placed. My results show that the 

statutory forms are in place, even though there is no consistency in their use and application. 

Action and assessment records are working, but there is no uniform service and it has not 

been channelled into habitual practice. ‘Yes now, but not in the passed [past]’(14).The 

records ensure that carers can plan and assess a child’s developmental needs and outcome 

objectives, and they remain a means of charting progress and modifying existing priorities as 

new demands are met. They should ensure that a quality service is being delivered, but we 

have to be careful that the forms do not become a ‘paper chase’ : chasing bits of paper to 

make a system appear efficient and looking as if the local authority or agency is delivering 

an effective, quality service that looks good externally, while it is little more than a 

smokescreen which disguises that nothing, or very little, is done to improve the life chances 

of young people in public care.

Interagency teamwork /  support from  agency

There has been much written on the lack of support from agencies to support carers in their 

work and yet forty-seven respondents reported good interagency teamwork. Forty-six stated 

that they received adequate support from their agency or department, but according to one 

carer it was, ‘very variable between LA’s... have independent social worker from fostering 

agency -  supervision is regular, supportive and challenging.’(1) But another carer recognised 

that, ‘not enough information shared with me! Visits too long apart, no phone contact in 

between.’(7) ‘There have been times when the young person has not been allocated a regular 

social worker; this is very frustrating,’ another said.(48) According to Maddocks 2002:2, 

‘Independent agencies were not regarded as potential partners but seen as necessary care 

providers during times of crisis or shortage. ’
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National Standards

Good news! Forty-five carers had read the Code of Practice and The National Standards for 

Foster Care. Reading is one thing, action another, but carers do seem to have taken on board 

the advice and recommendations given in section 4: 11.5.

Commentary

This policy context identifies that, although carers are the principal influence on a child’s 

development, it is other key stakeholders that really have the power to implement change at 

the institutional level, Good effective teamwork and interagency support does appear to be 

evolving, but social work personnel, who have the greatest influence at policy level for 

implementing new practices and changing perceptions, still need to appreciate that carers are 

equal partners in the drive to raise educational attainment.

It does appear that carers do know their responsibility towards educational development, and 

are the ones that can be instrumental in raising the educational achievement of this group, 

and social service personnel in the delivery and dissemination of important information will 

accomplish this only if there are consistent practices. It also means that social services need 

to raise their own perception of the carer as able to support education in the home. Without 

such information and belief a good effective service delivery cannot be achieved. This can 

result in an ad hoc delivery of care because of status differentials, where one part of the team 

is perceived as being subordinate to the others and the importance of specific roles are 

undermined.

All children in need require a range of extensive support from a range of agencies. Burdened 

under the weight of changing priorities with the attendant form filling, continual bureaucratic 

interference, increasingly tight regulation and inspection, social service and independent 

agencies can be so overwhelmed that it strangles the spontaneity to be effective 

communicators who share information This can mean that important forms are left 

unwritten, and important documents may sit in dusty offices instead of being distributed, 

because pressures of work mean they become unimportant. If information is not shared, or 

forms are not filled in, then they do not help, support or advise Looked After children, or 

their carers, to gain access to information concerning their educational development.
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General discussion of results

Carers are the key stakeholders in raising the educational achievement of Looked After 

children. They do provide a range of literacy-based materials and opportunities in the home, 

and they play an active and interactive role in engaging with the children and young people 

in their care. Most carers felt equipped to support education, and they do perceive themselves 

as having a role in supporting it, but mostly they see it in relation to school education, 

although there are some carers who felt they made a contribution in their own right. 

However, education received in the home is mostly identified with the teaching of ‘life 

skills’. Life skills are very important, perhaps the most important, but there is much more a 

carer can do,

There is a lack of understanding at the institutional level of the educational role of the carer 

in supporting education and providing educational opportunities, and this is reflected in 

training and in failing to make their role in supporting education explicit. It is here that the 

weaknesses lie and is a significant loss of a valuable resource. The training of carers has still 

to incorporate elements that recognise the contribution they can make in the home for raising 

educational attainment, and in recognising that experiencing appropriate books and other 

resources can have a therapeutic value for the young people in care. Social workers and 

teachers need to be taught this as well. Schofield (2000) identified that social workers are 

unaware of the learning outcomes or learning difficulties of their young people, and I agree.

There appears to be little knowledge of the important nature of Life Story Work or the value 

of specialist books in the home library, and book ownership is not seen as an important 

literacy tool. Some foster carers do not even feel it is their responsibility to encourage 

reading.

There is a withholding of important information, and the circulation of important educational 

documents is not reaching the carer. There appears to be status differentials and mistrust 

between agencies and individual carers. Berridge (2001) states that carers’ views are not 

taken seriously, that they are not empowered and not given appropriate information -  and 

this still appears to be true, even though my findings indicate that relations between the 

foster home and external agencies are slowly improving, and many carers feel part of an 

interagency team, who get support from the group network.
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The balance of power and designated responsibilities between LEA’s, schools and social 

services as equal partners appears to be evolving, but has not yet reached the carer. It does 

appear, however, that the delegation of responsibility for decisions affecting the school rests 

primarily with the carer, who is the one that deals with the school at local level.

White (1996:21) proclaims that,

there seems to be total confusion about who is responsible 
for the educational development of Looked After children.

We equate the welfare of children as being the responsibility of social workers, but it appears 

to be significantly with the carer, the social worker playing a subordinate role. Social 

workers do of course define the outcomes for Looked After children, but they do not have

exclusive duties; the primary role seems to be assigned to the carer. If carers are burdened

with much of the responsibility then should they not claim a higher status?

Parents of all social classes give education much 
Higher priority than most social workers do. Local 
authority social workers tend to have low expectations 
of children in the care system. Foster carers are also 
generally aware of the importance of education.

Jackson (1994:277)

There have been several overarching themes that have evolved during this phase of the 

research and they are as follows:

• Lack of book ownership and reading responsibility, specialist books and Life 

Story Work in the foster placement, and lack of allowances to provide for 

these extra resources.

• The omission in training of the importance of giving educational support and 

the low status placed on the educational role of the carer.

• The perception that the carer’s role in educational matters is directly related 

to the educational matters of the school.

• Lack of information sharing and distribution of important educational 

documents.
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These dominant topics will now be carried forward to provide the framework for the 

interview schedules. The development of further questioning will evolve from the responses 

of the volunteers, but these major areas will act as guides for the following issues: 

educational training and the perception by foster carers of their educational role, exploring 

the view that carers’ contribution to educational matters is only related to the school, 

assessing the provision of specific literacy materials (notably specialist books and Life Story 

Work), and information sharing, book ownership and the carers’ responsibility in providing 

reading opportunities. These will form the underlying base.
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CHAPTER 5

INTERVIEW PROCESS, RESULTS AND KEY FINDINGS

My first reflections on the findings from the survey are very satisfying. Overall, I think 

carers are beginning to recognise the importance of supporting education in the home, even 

if at the institutional and governmental levels their contribution has yet to be realised. It is 

very encouraging that at the grass root level there is an acknowledgement of the importance 

of supporting education, for it is these key workers that have the greatest influence on the 

developing child.

Summary findings and key issues for interviews

My results, so far, have shown some interesting findings. All carers claim to contribute 

towards the literacy development of their children, and most feel equipped for supporting 

their foster children in education in the home. This includes help with homework, providing 

a range of literacy-based activities and equipment, and encouraging letter writing and thank 

you notes. Many do perceive themselves as having an educational role, but some see it only 

in relation to matters of the school. Many carers have some form of academic qualification. 

Unfortunately, most carers had not received training on the importance of supporting 

education, and it had not been made an explicit part of their fostering role. These are 

shortcomings by departments and agencies in their drive to raise achievement.

The foster placement does, however, provide a variety of books, but many children did not 

own their own. Carers are involved in reading events but, interestingly, a few did not feel 

they were responsible, or had a duty, for initiating such events, although a great deal of 

reading (books, comics and magazines) was going on in and outside of the home. Most 

homes did not have any specialist books, and Life Story Work was not a part of normal 

practice. Many children enjoyed outside interests, but the carers funded these out of their 

allowance or own wage. Library outings were not regular practices. Information guides 

relating to raising educational achievement were not being distributed.

My intention in this chapter is to develop some key themes from the survey and set them 

within an interview schedule. I now wanted to explore in greater depth the issues that had not
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given me a clear-cut result, or where a result still needed further development. These issues 

included the perception by carers of their educating role: to find the reasons why carers are 

not given training on supporting education, and why this specific role is not made explicit to 

carers. The findings that were explored in greater depth are these:

• 23 foster placements had children who did not own any personal books.

• 27 foster placements had children who did not bring books with them to placement.

• 22 carers felt they were not responsible for initiating reading events.

• 31 foster placements had no specialist books.

• 28 foster placements had children who had no Life Story Work.

• 37 carers perceive themselves as having an educational role.

• 42 carers had not received training on supporting education.

• 31 carers said their role in supporting education had not been made explicit.

• 45 carers did not get extra allowances for out-of-school pursuits.

• 41 carers had not received any educational guides or booklets.

In Chapter four it was identified there was a wide range of reading material in the foster 

placement. Forty-four foster placements had children who read books outside of school, but 

only thirty foster placements had children who visited the library. Thirty-seven foster 

placements had children enjoying comics and magazines. Did the children only read 

schoolbooks (brought home from school), comics and magazines? Why did so few visit the 

library? What needed to be explored now was how and whether the foster children had 

access to the reading material that was shown to be in the foster home, because comic 

reading, personal ownership of books and library visiting could not account for the 

discrepancy in the results.

Twenty-three foster homes had children who did not own any personal books. Why did some 

children not own personal books? Did the fostered children have no personal books out of 

choice because they were simply not interested in reading? Were their lives such that owning 

books did not really figure in their day-to-day living, or did they have no choice anyway? 

Only twenty-five foster homes had children who brought books with them when placed. The 

fact of books not being with the children did not mean they did not own any. It would be 

interesting to know if books were still in the birth home.
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We know that forty-two carers were actively involved with the children in encouraging 

reading events, and therefore this would not need to be asked again, but what needed an 

explanation was why twenty-two carers felt it was not their responsibility or duty to initiate 

reading events, to read with and/or to their fostered child, when most of the carers provided 

reading opportunities and writing material, and felt it was their responsibility to do so, 

actually sharing in the reading task.

In this phase of the research I wanted also to explore further this perception of the carer as 

having an educational role. What did the carers themselves mean by educator? How had they 

interpreted my use of the term? Did they perceive it as one who transmits ‘good manners’ or 

good role model? Did they perceive their educating role as being related to the teaching of 

life skills only, which had already been indicated in the survey results? Or did it include 

knowledge-based teaching, or a combination of some or all of these aspects? I now had to 

operationally activate this concept of ‘educator’ to see how carers perceived the concept in 

relation to themselves.

I was hoping to find out why training programmes were not emphasising educational support 

in the foster placement, and why carers were not made aware of their educational role when 

it had been recommended in major reports. Forty-two carers had not received any training on 

supporting education in the foster placement, and thirty-one had said this specific role had 

not been made explicit to them. I also intended to find out in greater detail why carers 

perceived their educating role as only related to school matters.

It was important to discover why Life Story Work was not a common practice, and why 

specialist books, books that could help a Looked After child understand their unique 

situation, were not supplied. I was also interested in why thirty-eight foster placements had 

children enjoying a range of out-of-school activities, while forty-five carers claimed they got 

no support or extra payment in funding these pursuits. Did this discrepancy mean carers were 

buying in specialist services?

Finally, I was interested in the finding that, despite several studies and reports documenting 

the lack of cross-agency sharing of important information, the advice given in these studies 

had not been acted upon. It was imperative to know why, and also why important guides

134



related to improving the educational chances of Looked After children were not being 

distributed.

Interview schedule

Two interview schedules were conducted over two years: the first round followed by a 

second the following year. It was during this period that I took time to re-read past work and 

gain greater insights into the material I was handling. It allowed me time to develop my 

thinking; a time of reflection would allow for a re-evaluation of the work to make sure I was 

still on the research track. As I was conducting a grounded research approach, my data 

generation process was at the stage where it could be worked with, keeping some data and 

rejecting other data, until I was happy it was meeting my research objectives. Some issues 

would be discarded after the first round when they no longer had any relevance to the 

research outcome. In addition, conducting the interviews over two years would allow me to 

develop my thinking about the issues under consideration. It would allow me time to 

reappraise my findings and the significances attached to them.

The responses I received from both rounds of interviews would be categorized according to 

congruence of response and put into a grid for analysis. After the completion of both rounds 

of interviews I would analyse and explore my findings to develop my discussion. The 

following chapters would then disseminate my findings, and discuss any resulting actions 

that I consider could be taken, as well as exploring the policy implications of my research 

findings. Within this discussion, proposed suggestions for practice would be made and 

recommendations for future research would be touched upon.

My ongoing literature search has become an historical search for clues, which has provided 

me with supplementary evidence to support my findings, claims and any assumptions. Some 

findings have come directly from my own research base, while other evidence, which 

supports my research, has been provided from this ongoing literature search. This range of 

data collection has allowed me to question and examine my own results in the context of 

other works and to embed them all in one holistic analysis to determine what exactly is 

happening in the foster placement in relation to literacy development. It was time to seek 

deeper meanings behind the more objective facts and findings of the survey results.
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Individuals react differently to different situations and conditions; the volunteers’ responses 

in the survey may be different to those in a face-to-face encounter. I had to consider the 

ethical implications of these encounters and the dynamics surrounding them. When faced 

with someone in the flesh, there is the possibility of becoming tongue tied, especially if 

status differentials are perceived or felt. I had to understand that individuals behave 

differently when they are being studied directly; therefore I would have to ensure that my 

own responses and reactions did not heighten bias or affect my respondent’s responses in any 

way. People may differ from what they say in a questionnaire to what they do in reality. I

had to be aware of this too, and realize that my interaction in a face-to-face encounter might

alter my own responses as well.

The researcher is a ‘variable’ in the interview process in several ways. 
Researchers bring their own life experiences to their research, and 
they structure what the research is about. Therefore the topics are 
legitimately up for discussion and analysis -  however unstructured the 
interviews are themselves... interviewing is an interactive process... 
their stories are slanted by their perceptions of (myself) and the research’. 
‘Subject to ‘double subjectivity,’ that of the respondent and that of the 
researcher.

Edwards (1993:18)

I was going to use an ethnographic type of approach: an exploratory design, in that I was 

now expanding and developing my first initial findings by going into the social setting of the 

foster placement and attempting to describe the literacy lifestyle within it. To become non

threatening I would have to blend and merge into the surroundings, as best I could, to allow 

the research field to remain as natural as possible.

Edwards (1993) made me aware of what she termed ‘double subjectivity’. This meant that I 

had to be aware that I was not just ‘a recording instrument through which subjects are able to 

make visible their personal experiences. ’ I was an integral player: one that had to be aware of 

my own preconceived notions and attitudes that I had to keep hidden. I had to respect the 

position of being nearly a complete stranger in my respondents’ homes. We all have our own 

intentions and expectations, and researchers are no different. I would have to at least look as 

if I knew what I was doing by being confident and knowledgeable.
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Interview sample

Access to most of my respondents had already been established, because they had willingly 

volunteered to participate in this next stage during the survey phase. I had initially recruited 

seven volunteers but more were needed in order for the interview to be a viable 

methodology. I was able to conduct a group interview and to ask the respondents to 

undertake follow-up interviews in order for me to speak to each one individually.

Conducting an initial group interview allowed me to widen my opportunity to recruit new 

volunteers to participate in the interview schedule. This took place in a Foster Association 

office in the Midlands. In a group interview information received can be enhanced because a 

range of response is elicited.

There are practical and organisational advantages 
(of conducting a group interview) the group interview 
can bring together people with varied opinions... 
people who have a common purpose.

Cohen & Manion (1994:287).

Aull Davies (2001:96) identifies that in solo interviews respondents can hold back 

information or feel inhibited, and ‘individuals are not able simply to provide uncontested 

knowledge about the social world.’ In a group interview respondents can challenge and 

reflect on another’s response; however, it does make for difficulty in transcribing individual 

responses. Therefore I asked each respondent first to fill out a personal profile, and then gave 

each one a handout of the issues I was going to explore in order that they could make bullet 

points against each one, if they so wished. I would only use the group interview to give me a 

glimpse into the responses I might expect in my individual interviews later. The total now 

rose to ten because three more volunteers were recruited from this group session.

I felt I still needed to increase my sample; therefore I wrote to a further five social service 

departments and independent fostering agencies asking them if they would be willing to 

participate in my research and encourage their carers to participate as well. I was only able to 

recruit two more volunteers, bringing the total to twelve. I had waited approximately six 

weeks for their replies, and even then I had to write again to each one to get this small result. 

This had now become a regular pattern, and it did not surprise me when two from the 

original cohort dropped out. I was now back to ten and getting giddy. In desperation I
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phoned a local group of foster carers trying to recruit two more. In the end I would need to 

make a judgement and decide if ten would be sufficient to meet my research objectives. I had 

already conducted a survey eliciting some very key findings, and the projected interviews 

were going to add depth and breadth to those findings. Even with only ten volunteers, I felt 

this would give enough additional information for me to form an analysis and arrive at some 

conclusions. Now that I had made my decision, it was time to get to work on the second 

phase of my research, the first interviews.

It was my hope that I would be able to recruit volunteers who would reflect varying local 

policy practices and practical interpretations across the nation, so was fortunate to be able to 

draw one volunteer from the Southeast, three from the Southwest, five from the Midlands 

and one from a London Borough. This meant I would have a cross section of differing local 

interests and practices. During the accessing stage I phoned each volunteer personally, and 

outlined my research objectives and intent, and the theoretical basis of my study and its 

broad aims. My intentions and remit were made clear and specific: I would visit their home 

at their convenience, provide a letter of authorisation to visit from my supervisor, and show I 

was a creditable researcher and fit person by providing evidence of a recent advanced police 

check. I had to show I was in a position of control over the research process, but not an 

authoritative figure that needed to be feared. I had to avoid putting my respondents on guard, 

which might subsequently alter their natural responses. I had an obligation to the carers to be 

friendly, accessible, diplomatic and sensitive; otherwise, my visits would be disruptive and 

intrusive. I was hoping to ‘tune’ into my respondents during the first meetings to ensure their 

continued support and participation in subsequent interviews the following year.

Interview objectives based on survey findings

The survey had established three things for me:

• It had provided incidences of literacy events, opportunities and practices.

• It had established the distribution of these occurrences.

• It had enabled me to look at the relationships between these things and how

carers perceived themselves as educators.
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I now needed to deepen my understanding and apply richer meanings to the findings 

obtained through the survey by exploring the findings within the social context of the foster 

placement. I also needed to be involved in the ‘living experience’ of these respondents who 

would hopefully provide me with a rich source of data to develop grounded theory. These 

key informants were the ones who had ‘inside’ knowledge of the foster placement, and 

together we could be reflective individuals having the time and space to corroborate my 

findings or challenge them. I was hoping by this approach they would provide greater 

insights into the literacy world of the foster placement. So who were these important people 

who had so willingly volunteered to help me in my research quest? I now had ten 

respondents and, although more would have been ideal, I felt ten was an acceptable size to 

gain a good impression of the personal attitudes and motivations of foster carers in relation 

to literacy development within the foster placement.

The respondents

Volunteer A  is 48 years old, married and she has been fostering for twenty-eight years. She 

loves children and this is her main reason for fostering. She has eight adopted children of all 

ethnicities: black, white, and mixed race. Her current placements are two boys aged seven 

months and seven years respectively, and she also does emergency cover. Since the follow 

up interview her placements had changed. During the year she had two emergency 

placements of two weeks duration, but still had the younger boy, now aged nearly two, who 

is Muslim. This respondent works for a local authority in the Midlands, and receives an 

allowance and a fee for her skills. She has also undergone in-service training and is a level 

three carer, in addition to having hotel and catering qualifications.

Volunteer B  is a 47-year-old married woman. She has four children: two natural and two 

adopted. Her current placement is a boy of six years of age, whom she has had for two 

months. The two adopted children still live at home. One of the adopted children has special 

needs and attends a special school. This respondent lives in the Southeast of England and 

works for a local authority. She is a full time housewife and has been a foster carer for 

seventeen years. Fostering is what she has ‘always wanted to do’ and her longest placement 

has been two years. This respondent has undertaken training at level 1 (now disbanded in her 

county) and receives a monthly holding wage.
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At the follow-up interview this respondent told me she had quit the fostering service. The 

child she had the year before had left the foster placement after seven months, and had not 

been replaced by any other child. During the break the respondent had enjoyed the freedom 

this brought and, deciding that after eighteen years she had had quite enough, sent her letter 

of resignation. Her recognition for her long years of service was an email from a link worker 

saying ‘thanks for your help.’ She said she had felt upset at the time because the Fostering 

Manager had not bothered to phone her. ‘I now have time for myself. I couldn’t go out 

without calling my daughter around, because they are so quick to accuse. With them you’re 

guilty, and you have to prove you’re innocent. I have no aggravation anymore.’

Volunteer C is a 47-year-old divorced woman who has fostered since 1999. She lives in the 

southwest, but has also done some private fostering abroad. She has one daughter aged 

twenty-six years, who does not live at home. Her current placement is a boy of twelve, who 

has lived with her for four years and is long term. She gives this as her reason for fostering: 

‘I love kids and I can give them a better life. ’ This respondent works for an independent non

profit fostering association that has charitable status, and works closely with the local 

authority to seek the recruitment of foster carers from the same social group as the majority 

of its clients. She receives a fostering allowance and a ‘little something for myself.’ Out of 

the allowance must come holiday costs and out-of-school activities. ‘It’s D’s money, not 

mine.’ Her fostering training includes an initial in-service training at the time she was 

recruited, and she is now working towards the NVQ level 3 in Caring for Children and 

Young People. This respondent holds RSA 11 in typing and computer certificates 1 and 2. 

The personal details given at the first interview had not changed by the second one. The 

placement she had then was still with her and making very good progress. He was in the top 

bands at his local Comprehensive school and had hardly a day’s absence, except for things 

like a dentist appointment.

Volunteer D_is a female, married, and aged 47 years. She has fostered for fourteen years, and 

her two current placements at the time of the first interview were a boy and a girl who had 

been with her for over two years (short term) and five years (long term) respectively. At the 

time of the follow up interview the long stay placement had broken down and the family 

were awaiting the removal of the child at any time. A young woman, aged seventeen, was 

now being Looked After by the family. This respondent has no natural children, but has one 

adopted daughter, also aged seventeen, who does not live at home. This respondent is a
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Christian and ‘as a Christian I was led into fostering.’ This respondent works for a local 

authority in Middle England and is paid an allowance plus a fee for her skills. She has been 

involved in induction training and holds the appropriate care NVQ level 3. She also holds a 

Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree.

Volunteer E  is a divorced man in his late forties. His motivation for fostering was a need to 

help others, and currently he has a boy of sixteen who had lived with him for just three 

weeks at the time of the first interview, although his longest placement had been four years 

while he had been married. He has only fostered for his local London borough local 

authority for a few weeks, but earlier he had worked for a neighbouring one for over twenty 

years. He was very happy with the practices and policy decisions of his current local 

authority and said, although they scored badly on the performance ratings, significant 

improvements were being made. An evaluation of those improvements can be made on the 

next visit. This is his second stint of fostering since his divorce, and now he fosters 

adolescent boys only. Respondent E’s highest qualification is an advanced diploma in 

psychology of children with special needs, and he works as a teacher in a local school. He 

receives a fostering allowance.

I contacted him the following year and found his circumstances had changed considerably. 

When it was time for my follow up interview, I wrote my customary letter requesting a 

follow up interview, only to be told that in five days time this respondent was packing up and 

going to live in India. Happily, (for him, though not for me) he had been reconciled with his 

ex-wife and had planned a new life overseas. I had already encountered difficulties in 

gaining my sample and here was yet another one abandoning my cause. I cheekily decided to 

phone him, apologised if he was up to his neck in packing cases, but could I request a 

telephone interview? Fortunately, he agreed and I was able to develop my questioning from 

his original responses in the first round. I decided this telephone interview would be of the 

same quality as a face-to-face interview, because I had already engaged in a more in-depth 

exchange of information with him in the first round, and had also exchanged a letter and 

email with him. The follow up interview was only to add further depth to the original 

responses, which could be fulfilled through the telephone interview.

Volunteer F  is a 50-year-old woman, who is a social worker married to another social 

worker. She has been fostering for thirty years and her reason for doing so is because, ‘I
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wanted to do home-based caring, a kind of rescuing role, I suppose. ’ This respondent has 

eleven children, seven adopted and four natural. She identifies that ‘there has been no major 

emotional outcome, but emotional scars.’ This respondent worked for an independent 

fostering agency at the time of the first interview and was waged, but at the time of the 

follow-up interview she had transferred to the local authority, and now only received an 

allowance. Her reason for doing this was there was a change in agency regulations 

prohibiting her to work for the same agency as her husband, who had continued with that 

agency. The placement at the first interview was a girl of seven, who was still with them at 

the follow-up interview, but who was now on a Residence Order. In addition to this child 

they had now been joined by a boy of eight, who was on a Bridge Placement, and had been 

with the family for seven months.

This respondent lives in the West Country. She stated that some private agencies do not 

recruit carers who do not hold a professional or academic qualification, and she herself holds 

an MSc in Applied Social Studies. ‘Fostering is my prime career, even though I am also a 

social worker. I foster, but not all children fostered go on to be adopted. There is very little 

opposition to adoption following fostering.’

Volunteer G is a 58-year-old married woman who has fostered for ten years. Her current 

placements are a boy of sixteen and a severely disabled girl of four who have lived in her 

home in the Midlands for eight years and three years respectively. This respondent has two 

natural bom sons who are grown and live elsewhere. G’s reasons for fostering include a love 

of children, having now the spare time to do such a job, and she has abundant skills to offer. 

G works for a local authority, and receives a fostering allowance for the children and a fee 

that depends on skill level. She is a level two carer and continues to undergo in-service and 

on-going training. She is a qualified nurse and midwife. She had some strong views about 

carers’ perception of their responsibility towards their Looked After children, feeling that 

some carers viewed their role in more of a business way, rather than having a caring nature 

as a primary motivation to foster. She also voiced the opinion that carers needed to perceive 

themselves differently if they were to acquire the same professional standing as social 

workers. She felt it was now time that local authority carers were salaried, and received the 

same level of support that foster carers had when they worked for independent fostering 

agencies. She declared, however, that during the past five years she had seen notable 

differences, big improvements, in the practices of her local fostering service.
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Volunteer H  'isa. 50-year-old married woman with two natural children: one lives away from 

home, which is in the south, while the other studies away at university but still lives at home 

during the holidays. This respondent has fostered for seventeen years and her current 

placements, removed a week before the interview, had been two boys: brothers, aged 10 and 

9 respectively, who had been both physically and sexually abused. These boys were her 

seventh placement and they had lived with the family for three years. The removal of the 

children had been a surprise, and the boys had not been prepared for their return home to 

their natural family. It was unexpected and quick -  too quick - in her opinion; her family had 

expected them to remain in the family until they were eighteen. There had been no 

rehabilitation plan, and she felt the reason for their return home was a monetary one and had 

more to do with balancing the budget than the real interests of the children. As it was, the 

mother only wanted one of the boys back. Since the children were removed the foster 

husband has been accused of violence, and the boys have become abusive and resentful of 

their foster home. The foster family know they are being unofficially investigated and now 

they no longer have access to the boys.

This respondent went on to say that the boys were dirty and destructive when they first came, 

and it had taken three months before they could be encouraged to express feelings; this was 

done through art therapy and other creative experiences, and were starting to do well in 

school. They had participated in numerous after-school activities and were beginning to 

function as boys of their age. She added that she had a very close relationship with the boys’ 

school, and felt that all the work she and the school had done had now been ‘rubbished, with 

three years down the drain. ’ She declared that their mother did love them in her own way but 

valued possessions more. In the foster home the boys had travelled widely, and, while the 

mother was all right about that, she did show some animosity towards the carers.

This respondent works for an independent fostering agency and receives a wage. She was 

receiving £640 per week for this placement. Her fostering training included six weeks of 

two-hour sessions per week of in-service training with the option of further ongoing training. 

This carer is dissatisfied with the current training programmes on offer; therefore, with 

others, she has become a training provider. The highest educational qualification held by this 

carer is an MSc in social studies. She is also a counsellor and trainer. When we met for the 

follow-up interview, this volunteer had two young men, aged fifteen and sixteen, who had
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been with the family for just a few weeks, staying temporarily until a court decision decided 

their future.

Volunteer J  is a 52-year-old married woman who lives in Central England. She has been 

fostering for ten years and her current placement is a three-year-old girl who is long term. 

This respondent works for a local authority and receives a fostering allowance and a fee for 

her skills. She has undergone induction training in addition to short courses that include 

HTV/ Aids Awareness, Behaviour Management, Care and Control, Life Story Work, Loss 

and Separation, and First Aid. Her highest educational award is one A level and a level three 

award from the Institute of Management. This volunteer is a registered childminder and 

combines this role with her fostering work. The reason for fostering is because she wanted a 

home-based occupation. At the follow up interview there had been no change in the family 

structure, and the long-term foster child that she had the year before was still with the family, 

but she was now hoping to get a Residence Order made to allow her to keep the child 

indefinitely.

Volunteer K  is a middle aged married woman, aged 57 years old, who only fosters babies or 

very young children. The babies usually come direct to her from the hospital following their 

births, or very soon afterwards. This lady lives in central England and has fostered for 

eighteen years. Her current placements are a boy aged three and a girl aged five, who are 

brother and sister. They have been with her for three months. Her placements during the 

previous year had been two babies who were with her only on very short-term basis. This 

volunteer has three natural children who do not live at home. She is a level three carer.

The training that she has received is sufficient for her needs, she states, and feels that she 

doesn’t need any further training. ‘I get enough support.’ Her interest in supporting literacy 

development obviously centres on the needs of babies and young children, so we spoke 

about book schemes for babies, amongst other things. Every new mother is given a ‘bounty 

box’ during their stay in hospital, and is introduced to the ‘Books for Babies’ scheme 

though a health visitor, which gives every new mother a book and related materials in a bag. 

‘Tie babies didn’t come with any of these freebies,’ she said, but she was able to access 

books from her local support group. When we met again at the follow-up interview, this 

respondent had no placements at the present time, but was still available.
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The interview process: The first approach

The main issues and themes that had arisen from the survey to form the categories had now 

become the material for the interview topics. Therefore, now that I had some loosely defined 

categories to work within, it was time to decide the framework I would use for the 

interviews. The interviews in the first round were going to be more formal than in the second 

round, which would be more like an informal conversation. I did not want my results to 

convey any preconceived attitude or impression that I might be harbouring, so I decided that 

my findings from the survey would be read to the volunteers in the form of statements in the 

first round of interviews. A statement is a simple declaration or remark; the facts on which a 

cause o f action is based (Webster’s International Dictionary 1971). In my case this was the 

survey results.

Seeking responses about each finding in this way meant that I was not asking a direct 

question or leading the respondents to expect a distinct response from me, but merely stating 

a fact, a fact that had been elicited from the survey. Since the statements were not in question 

form there was no leading edge, emotion or clue attached to what might be expected as my 

own view. The statement was purely a fact that required a spontaneous response from my 

respondents. Asking a question directly imposes an attitude that suggests the answers I might 

expect, especially if the questions are not skilfully structured. By reading a statement, which 

has no implied expectations other than the fact, means that no clues or cues are given about 

any desired response. The respondents can assign their own interpretations to it. Obviously, 

the statement is still conveying a message.

I
The Statements

I
I  ̂ ^

Training:

• 42 carers did not receive training about the importance of supporting education in the 

foster placement.

Educating role:

• 31 carers had not been made aware of their educational role.

• 22 carers felt they were not responsible for initiating reading events.

• 37 carers perceived themselves as having an educational role.

145



Some carers felt their educating role was only related to matters of the school.

Books: Personal and Specialist

• 31 foster placements had no specialist books for their foster children.

• 28 foster placements had children who had no Life Story Book.

• 23 foster placements had children who did not own any personal books.

• 27 foster placements had children who did not bring books with them to the

placement.

Extra allowances:

• 45 foster placements had children who did not get extra allowances to cover the cost

of books, specialist books and/or out-of-school leisure activities.

Information sharing:

• Important documents related to educational matters are not being circulated.

45 carers had not received any educational guide or booklets.

I asked each respondent to respond to each statement with whatever thought came into his or 

her mind. If a respondent is given time to reflect on the statement once it is read, or there is 

discussion about it first, then the initial response is not authentic. A first response is usually 

an honest and truthful one, because there has been no time to think of an alternative answer. 

If there has been time for reflection, then the response can be open to other interpretations. 

Of course, once a response is obtained, it can then be developed to deepen understanding and 

used as a springboard to build up more data. Only after the initial response can there be time 

for reflection of the statement and deeper thought assigned to it. This method of address also 

protects my own integrity, for it allows no leeway for indicating my own response to the 

statement or what might be expected as my response. From the interviews I was hoping to 

establish the reasons behind these facts.

The use of a statement in the first instance would set the scene and tone for the continuing 

conversation and for a fuller response to be developed from it, and in turn this would lead 

into a free-flowing conversation. This non-directive approach would allow the respondents to 

express their feelings and opinions spontaneously: to develop their responses as they see fit. I
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would have to judge my own degree of informality once the initial responses had been made, 

and then I would have to be sure that I did not interrupt the flow of ideas, or get too involved 

by taking the lead once the conversation had begun to flow. Non-directive interviewing is:

A particularly valuable technique because it gets at the 
deeper attitudes and perceptions of a person being interviewed 
in such a way as to leave them free from interviewer bias.

Manion & Cohen, (1994:288)

Considerations on interview process

The type of interview technique is directly related to the kind of response that is wanted. 

Decisions on how structured or unstructured an interview should be rests on what 

information I wish to obtain, what it is I want to impose (should that be the case), or what I 

should leave to the responses of my respondents. All these factors needed to be thought 

through thoroughly long before I set foot in any doorway. As I already had information about 

the areas that needed to be explored, an unstructured informal interview framed within an 

initial statement seemed the most appropriate technique to use. As Aull Davies (2001:94) 

argues, ‘direct the conversation with the research in mind, without imposing much structure 

on thejnteraction.’

The categories have evolved from the findings of the survey. This means the validity of the 

research is increased, because a measure of response has already been elicited. The next step 

would be to ensure the areas of concern are being readdressed in the interviews, when again 

a comparison can be made between the responses of the survey with those from the 

interviews. These two sets of measures would now converge, and if the results on both 

measures agree, then we can be sure that the response, opinion and findings are genuine, 

which should give the research even greater validity. In addition, it would help to reduce any 

bias or misinterpretation of the final results by the researcher.

The first interview is very important in setting the scene and tone for subsequent meetings; 

therefore I had to prepare myself thoroughly to ensure it went smoothly. If a rapport is 

established quickly, the respondent would be relaxed and uninhibited. In this very first 

encounter they must be assured by the researcher’s behaviour that there are no status
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differentials. The closer the researcher is in class and cultural norms to those of the 

respondent, the more the researcher can identify with the known reality of the respondent, 

and this can enrich and deepen the interaction. Likewise, the respondent can feel more at 

ease with the shared identity and cultural norms of the researcher. This first encounter would 

establish a relationship between us. This can either go well or be disastrous; it will seal 

future encounters and ongoing interactions. An outline of the research goals (its practical 

value in understanding the importance of literacy development in the foster placement) is to 

be given and also my reasons for using an interview approach. Before the commencement of 

the interview, each respondent will have undergone a life history profile related to their age, 

gender, fostering career motivations, the length of time they had fostered, how many children 

had been placed with them, and the locality in which they lived. Each respondent would be 

given a code letter to ensure anonymity, and strict confidentiality would be assured; therefore 

no names or pseudonyms would be used.

Cohen & Manion identify that the interview serves four purposes:

• It is used as a principal means of gathering information, which has a direct bearing on 

the research objectives.

• Makes it possible to measure a person’s knowledge in a specified field.

• Helps identify variables and relationships.

• Can be used in conjunction with other methods to follow up unexpected results or to

go deeper into the reasons for responding (as respondents did in initial survey).

I now had to consider my recording practices. I had already decided to transcribe speech, but

this would now depend on whether the respondent was willing for me to create an audio 

record on tape. I am no shorthand typist. I could use video, but whatever methods I 

employed I had to seek permission, for it was not for me to make these decisions on the 

respondent’s behalf. I could summarise his/her responses, either during the interview or at 

the end, but both approaches would have their drawbacks. Note taking during an interview 

can prevent the exchange from being free flowing and uninterrupted, and if I were to 

postpone the recording of the responses until the end, then I might leave out important 

information. I decided to use both approaches as unobtrusively as I could with the aid of an 

assistant who would help to catch the responses that slipped past me. The impact of the
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assistant on the interview process was kept to a minimum by careful preparation beforehand. 

During my initial telephone contact I asked permission for the assistant to be present, and in 

the initial introduction we all enjoyed an informal chat over a cup of tea before the interview 

began. This relaxed everyone and ensured the atmosphere was not tense. The assistant would 

assist only during the first round of interviews, and her only contribution would be to take 

notes for me. She would not ask questions or comment, and would be not involved in the 

interview in any other way. She would not be present at the follow up interviews because 

this phase of the research was only required to fill in the gaps in my knowledge and deepen 

my understanding of the issues under discussion. This would keep the integrity of the 

research intact. After each interview I would code and score only the major responses to help 

me with the analysis. Speech would be transcribed and verbatim quotes recorded. The 

involvement of an assistant was made explicit to my supervisor and the capacity in which 

she would be involved.

Conduct of interviews

The first hour of the first interview was a ‘getting to know each other’ time without probing 

or delving too deeply. That was to come later. Each interview lasted approximately three 

hours and, surprisingly, this would remain consistent over all the interviews. The intended 

outcomes of this first meeting were, as stated earlier, to ask for a brief life history, a 

statement of fostering intent, and to gain responses from statements elicited from the initial 

survey. Few prompts were needed during the interviews and I relayed the statements in a 

non-directive way. As the categories were clearly defined by now, there was no confusion or 

misinterpretation. I did wonder, on one or two occasions, whether the statement format was 

a good idea after all when there was an initial silence before a response. Were they reflecting 

on what I had just said, or were they finding it all too boring? Once a response had been 

made, it opened up a flow of responses, and then I would hear the personal voice of the 

respondent rather than the more objective response of a questionnaire: carers could now 

speak as they wished, could use their own language, and, as I did not want any interruptions, 

I could keep my own responses to a minimum until all the statements had been responded to. 

Afterwards, I would encourage them to reflect on what they were saying by a word or 

comment here and there.
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After I had noted down the original responses, I then had the opportunity to probe more 

deeply. The interviews were tape-recorded with the permission of the respondents and, of 

course, I had a prompt sheet to keep the conversation fluid should I need prompts to ensure 

there were no silences or pauses that might interrupt the flow of responses or thoughts. The 

viability of this research was dependent not only on the willingness of the respondents to talk 

to me honestly about the issues under discussion, but in my ability to direct the course of the 

research that would eventually answer the research questions. This meant I was not to go off 

at a tangent or to follow avenues of thought that veered me from this course. This was often 

the case, because many of the foster carers took it as an opportunity to express their feelings 

about specific issues that caused them concern. This can happen and can be difficult to avoid 

when the interview setting is relaxed.

It was during an initial encounter with one respondent that I learnt to read covert signs. The 

atmosphere appeared to be very negative and the respondent was moaning and complaining. 

It took me a few moments to realize that her grievances were not in relation to our meeting, 

but concerned the practices of her local social services department. She was very disgruntled 

and disillusioned with the system, and it seemed as if this interview was being used as a 

platform to complain about all that was wrong with the service. Once she had been given the 

opportunity to voice her opinion, she became relaxed and the rest of the interview went 

smoothly. I felt that my interest in her, and in her fostering practice, provided a welcome 

opportunity to voice a very personal view about her working conditions without the fear of 

retribution. This same experience occurred again, and I grew to understand that other 

dynamics can impact on the interview patch, and must be allowed for, if only to prime the 

interview atmosphere and to make the respondents more receptive to me once overarching 

concerns had been addressed first. An intuitive researcher must be able to detect signs of 

how a respondent is feeling in relation to the interview setting, to the interviewer, and to him 

or her self. The researcher must be able to read and then adjust, or modify, the situation 

accordingly. The first few minutes of any interview can be precarious, especially when 

messages can become mixed.

Time and distance between both sets of interviews would see if there was a replication of 

responses between the answers in the first rounds and those that come later in the second 

round. Had there been any further development of them? As I was addressing the same
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topics in both rounds of interviews I would be able to see what the changes were. The second 

round would add new knowledge, deepening and broadening my understanding. It would be 

interesting to see comparable responses and gain new insights. If there is concordance 

between both sets of responses, then we can be certain the responses are authentic, bearing in 

mind, however, that any changes might be as a consequence of the restructuring of the 

fostering service or provision within it that was taking place at the time. Either way, I could 

assess whether any change was to the advantage of the foster carer and the fostering practice, 

or to their detriment. The following responses are a synthesis of the major points that arose 

from both rounds of interviews.

Key findings

• Generally most carers see themselves as having some kind of educating role. Some 

see themselves as ‘educators’ in the teaching of life skills only and not as ‘academic’ 

educators (providing knowledge-based teaching and learning opportunities), while 

others perceive themselves as equal contributors in the drive to raise the educational 

achievement of this group.

• This perception does vary according to the expectation that is placed on them by the 

placing agency. If the agency expects a carer to fulfil an educating role then the carer 

perceives his or her self to have such a role.

• The carer’s social worker and/ or link worker will also influence the perception of 

this role. If social workers place a value on educational effort and believe that the 

children in their care can achieve, and if, in addition, the carer can be an enabler in 

this, then the carer will be the more encouraged in their efforts to raise achievement.

• The perception of the carer’s educating role is also related to perception of what the 

fostering role is and the belief they had in what the role required of them. If the carer 

perceives that one of their tasks is to support education in the home, then it will be 

their responsibility to ensure that literacy-based opportunities and events do occur in 

the foster placement. If they place no such expectation on themselves, then they do 

not perceive a duty to ensure this happens. Their role is still to help with homework, 

support the school and teach life skills.

• The perception of their educating role is also closely related to the carer’s own 

educational accomplishments, home background, confidence in his/her own basic
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skill level and in the ability to perform such a task. If a carer is confident in relation 

to his/her own skills, the more confident s/he is in stating that one of their roles is an 

educating one. The higher educated a carer is, the more confident they are in stating 

that supporting education is one of their key roles. This does not mean that the least 

confident is the least able to perform that role.

• Foster carers do recognise the importance of specialist books in the home and of their 

importance in helping them and their children identify with others in a similar 

situation, but they do nothing about getting them on the bookshelf. There is nothing 

in place to facilitate the buying of such books, and carers are expected to buy them (if 

they do buy them) out of the fostering allowance.

• Reading was considered to be the duty of the carer, but responsibility for this 

depended on the perception the carer brought to his/her role. If one of the carer’s 

roles was an educating one, then the responsibility was his/hers to ensure reading 

events took place. If the carer did not assign this role to him/herself then it was not 

his/her responsibility or duty to encourage reading.

• It was the perception of the carer’s role as to whether s/he placed importance on

children owning books. If s/he did not perceive an educating role, it was felt it was

then the responsibility of others to provide children with books.

• Fostered children did have books purchased for them, but all of the carers stated that 

book sharing with others in the household was more the norm. Generally, the 

children shared the books of the household, communal books for everyone to access, 

and children might have one or two that were personally owned. Some children did 

not own any books. Any really treasured or favourite books would usually stay in the 

child’s bedroom. It was not common for children to bring books with them when 

placed, but they usually went away with the ones that had been bought personally for 

them. If children had come straight from home into the foster placement, it was 

unlikely that books would be brought with them.

• Life Story Work is a recognised practice for building and maintaining lifelines, and

many authorities have this vital work in place, but it is not a regular practice and

training in its use is not compulsory.

• It is assumed that any leisure pursuits or hobbies should come out of the fostering 

allowance, although some authorities or agencies will fund a one-off activity. Many
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carers pay for their children’s hobbies, pursuing an interest, out of their own pockets, 

and this has also included private tuition and therapeutic interventions.

• The perceived training needs of the carer are related to her existing qualifications and 

how they view their fostering role. The higher educated a carer is, the more likely 

s/he is to want a thorough training for carers, but exemptions made for existing 

relevant qualifications. The least qualified in my sample actually felt the need for less 

training.

• Carers want recognition for the task they do in supporting education in the home, 

though many are not prepared to undergo further and more intensive training, other 

than an initial induction course and any on-going training courses or workshops.

•  It depends on who has the information/guides in the first place as to whether they are 

cascaded down to the carer. The carers have to rely on a link worker, or social 

worker, to share information or be given advice on any new legislation or changes to 

policy and practice. This information or advice was mostly not forthcoming, and 

many felt ‘in the dark and not in touch with current thinking.’ Foster associations or 

family centres were the richest sources of information for leaflets and guides 

associated with fostering.

The findings relate very closely to the results I found in the survey, with these exceptions: in 

the survey carers claimed to have interagency support, were involved in planning and felt 

part of an interagency team. I did not find the same responses in the personal interviews. But 

overall, the results from the survey were congruent with the responses from the interviews. 

This was pleasing, because two different methodological measures and approaches had been 

used to generate my data; as neither of the instruments showed a wide discrepancy of 

opinion, I felt this strengthened my results.

The research design now resembled an inverted pyramid, which meant that the process of 

data generation had been one of discarding the less important issues until; finally, key areas 

of concern had evolved and became prominent. The key findings from the survey that had 

been further developed in the interview schedules and other areas, (not directly related to my 

research questions but broadening my understanding of the research field) had now been 

discarded, but only after they had been thoroughly disseminated and discussed. Over two 

years, on two separate interview occasions and supplemented by email and letters, I had
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generated some very useful data and built up a respectful relationship with my respondents. I 

felt that for some carers the opportunity to talk with an independent listener had been a very 

valued experience, and also for one or two social workers I had encountered along the way. 

This exchange of information meant that I could clarify a point if a response was ambiguous, 

or develop a fuller response that would then deepen my thinking.

Now that I had reached some firm conclusions about the contribution carers make to literacy 

development, according to the foster carers sampled, I took time to review my research 

questions again. I had to make sure I was reaching my research objectives and addressing 

exactly what it was I had originally wanted to find out. I had to hope I had not veered off 

course. Handling a lot of written matter over so many years makes the task a difficult one if 

the researcher is not organised and on top of the work. Fortunately, for most of the time, I 

was. The research questions sought to establish the educative role of the foster carer: what 

they were actually doing in relation to literacy development, and how they perceived their 

role as an educator. This is not to assume foster carers could be teachers, but to find out what 

contribution they could make to raise the educational standards for these children. Hopefully, 

now that I had completed both the survey and interview phases of the research, I was now 

reaching the stage where I could begin to answer those questions.
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CHAPTER 6

INTERVIEW ANALYSIS AND INITIAL DISCUSSION

The interviews elicited for me deeper understanding of the findings from the survey, where I 

was able to explore in greater detail the key themes that became known. This also included 

the development of new insights that evolved over the course of two rounds of interviews. 

One was the perception that potential carers would be frightened o ff if recruitment training 

included supporting education in the home; other perceptions concerned the relationships 

between the carer, social workers, schools and placing agencies, and the impact of social and 

cultural influences. Carers’ ability to perform an educating role was also further explored.

This chapter now analyses my findings to evaluate the specific contribution carers make to 

the literacy development of their foster children in the foster placement, and the perception 

they have of themselves as an enabler in that development.

The verbatim quotes of the respondents have been grouped together according to the theme 

discussed, and have been subsumed within the following analysis. There has been no 

distinction made between the quotes attributed to each individual and this is to protect their 

anonymity. This way the reader can gauge the response of the cohort by the strength of the 

responses, but will be unable to identify individual responses. Sometimes the same theme 

has been advanced in different sections throughout the chapter. Any similarities will be 

essential to the context in which it was made at the time: the same point appearing in a 

different sub-section and about a different care issue, or the same point being made but 

related to a different respondent.

The time had now come to answer my research questions, but first I had to clarify my 

definition of literacy development within the context of the foster placement. Development is 

the unfolding of a process that will result in change and growth. Literacy development in the 

context of the foster placement means to provide an environment that promotes the potential 

to acquire and mature a literacy competence. It is moving the individual from the known and 

the raising of awareness and achievement to engender more expansive thinking.
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Development can only occur very slowly if there are no literacy events, practices or 

opportunities.

Literacy practices are the habitual behaviours or usual patterns of behaviour that improve or 

exercise literacy forms. This could be using the library, the giving of books as gifts, 

encouraging the writing of ‘thank you’ letters, and reading bedtime stories to younger 

children. Practices are the common-place literacy processes that are repetitively performed 

and which create a literacy ethos. There were good practices in place in the foster placement, 

and this included participating in out-of-school leisure pursuits with space allocated for being 

quiet and for study.

Literacy events are activities that are literacy based, such as encouraging and providing 

reading and writing opportunities. The carers claimed they interacted with the children in 

shared and paired reading activities, and special times that the child and adult spent together. 

These were regular activities that ensured attention from an interested adult. Of course, I did 

not see these events happening and have to take their word for it. Library visiting occurred, 

but this was not a regular event and I did not get a sense that this was actively encouraged. 

Library use should be part of standard practice and it should be strongly recommended by 

the placing agency that the foster family join a library, even if some fostered children are not 

yet ready to access such a facility.

Literacy opportunities are the circumstances and experiences that are favourable to literacy 

awareness and development: circumstances that create an environment that promotes 

learning for a particular activity or action. Carers need to have this awareness made more 

explicit because I am unconvinced that all use foresight in creating new literacy 

opportunities other than the habitual practices that already exist in the home. Some carers do 

not see the opportunities there are in the home and community that can assist in raising their 

Looked After children’s educational game. In the survey not one carer mentioned playing 

board games, doing puzzles, having family quizzes or enjoying family outings together as 

contributory factors in literacy development; only one carer mentioned them in the 

interviews.

Raising awareness of what carers could do would be the first step in helping them to 

understand the concept of literacy development in placement, but it is not clear that all carers
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have the knowledge of what could make for more positive action, even though there are a 

number of literacy-based activities and opportunities provided and given. ‘Most homes do 

not have a raised thinking process’, argued one respondent.

Educating Role

Foster carers* perception o f their educating role

One of my research questions was to find out how carers perceived their role (if they did) of 

being an educator. The survey result had shown that most foster carers do see themselves as 

having some kind of educating role. The result identified only fifteen carers who felt they did 

not have an educating role. Now the time for the interviews had come, I wanted to 

investigate more fully this perception. Did the interviewees perceive foster carers as having 

an educational role and what did the term ‘educator’ mean to them?

‘Some [carers] have the attitude of “I’ll feed it, look after it, and nothing more”, 
while another will offer assessment, reports, and good record keeping.’

There were similar responses from others:

‘There are carers who don’t feel they have an educating role. Child is placed and 
only care, hygiene and school is discussed.’

‘Some [carers] are rigid in their approach, while others are flexible and willing.’

‘I am not educated, but I draw on my life experiences.’

‘Caring has to be the primary responsibility of the carers,’ one respondent argued, ‘because 

carers are carers first.’ This remark appeared significant of the way most carers felt: that 

caring came first, and supporting education, both in the home and at school, came a close 

second. Caring must be one of the first priorities of carers: to make sure children feel secure 

and stable. One respondent felt strongly that with all the new demands placed on carers 

nowadays, the caring nature of the service would be threatened. She worried that, with the 

drive to raise the educational standards of both carer and Looked After children, there could 

be a move away from the caring nature of fostering to one where the carer was more pre

occupied with providing educational opportunities in the home. She felt sure this would be 

met by resistance from some carers. ‘Are we going to be more of an educator than a carer? ’ 

Instead of the home being a place where a child could feel secure and safe, there would be an



expectation of fulfilling some external criteria to show that carers were being pro-active in 

this area.

‘I think it depends on how they have contributed to their own children’s education’,

‘If they are persistent middle-class parents like us, they will keep on knocking on 
doors until they get the sort of support they think they need for their LACS in the 
classroom. ’

‘Some local authorities treat their carers very much as volunteers.’

‘Some foster carers would not want the extra demands and expectations (report 
writing, etc) placed on them, but the extra money from an agency means extra 
responsibility and this means closely liaising with the school and other agencies.’

Many children are disaffected by their school experiences and should see home as places to 

rest not study. ‘When I did home tutoring, I even had to turn the pages of the book the child 

was reading from.’ This child did not want to do any ‘school’ learning at home. This 

respondent recognised that home had to be a safe place: one where there needed to be little 

pressure, but where children were encouraged to do as well as they could. If education was to 

be provided at home ‘it didn’t have to be in-depth education.’

The perception of a carer’s role rested on what they felt the fostering role was. Where they 

felt that one of their roles was to support education in the home and to offer and provide 

literacy opportunities, it became their responsibility and duty to make sure this happened. If 

they did not think one of their fostering tasks was an educating one, no responsibility was 

recognised and the task was left to the school.

‘It depends on their motivation and reason to foster.’

‘Carers from IFA’s are very much involved in planning, child protection and 
education.’

One definition of the educating role appeared to be related to the expectation of the placing 

agency, and this also influenced how carers viewed their specific roles. If the placing agency 

expected them to perform this role, they would undertake it, and, in doing so, would perceive 

themselves to have such a role. If there had been no such expectation (because it was not 

within their remit nor had it been made explicit) then carers did not perceive any duty to 

provide such opportunities. Their specific educating role was only to teach life skills, help
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with homework and support the school. These were duties recognised by all carers. The task- 

related role was therefore influenced by the expectation of the placing agency.

‘In some local authorities there is no expectation to support education at all.’

‘.. the perception of the carers’ themselves.’

There is an expectation by many independent agencies that carers should provide an 

educational service and an awareness of that role is made explicit to them, whereas, many 

local authorities did not yet appear to be making this so explicit to their carers.

‘The agency views you as part of the team working towards the best interests of the 
child, and education is a major part of that.’

‘Agency has its own training consultant and it is something they intend to develop.’

‘It’s because they are better funded, and can devote themselves to their carers and 
offer them a better deal.’

It should be remembered that independent agencies do not have the same competing 

priorities as local authorities. Nevertheless, it is a situation that is apparent to respondents, 

even though I was told by one social worker, ‘There are some very shoddy agencies and they 

should be closed down.’ However, as my respondents still informed me,

‘The agency has higher expectations than local authority.’

‘Agency carers are higher qualified.’

‘Most agency carers are professionally qualified.’

‘I work for an independent fostering agency and we are professional.’

Not only did some agencies have expectations, but the carers from independent agencies also 

perceived themselves as educators in their own right and not merely as a support for the 

school. The higher expectation of independent agencies appears to directly influence carers’ 

perception of their role. The role of these carers was to engender motivation, skill and 

knowledge acquisition through literacy based activities and events in the home and in their 

community, and the agencies for which they worked made them aware of this.

‘At one time education was seen as the province of the school and only the school. 
It’s commonsense to work with a child.’
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These carers saw their specific educating role as offering knowledge-based teaching and 

learning opportunities, in addition to teaching life skills. This last group perceived 

themselves to be on an equal standing with teachers in the drive to raise the educational 

standards of this group of children, and saw their role as distinctly different from merely 

supporting the school.

‘The carer has to be the primary educator until you can integrate them.’

‘We should provide a curriculum when a child is excluded.’

‘Children should be given an intensive boost when they first come into care. This 
could be done at home.’

One respondent did not need to be told about her role or status as an educator. She felt 

supporting education (and teaching) was a crucial part of fostering and in some ways more 

important, because they were looking after other people’s children. She had a natural 

assumption (belief) in her educating role, and believed (and hoped) that all carers felt the 

same way too. She assumed her capacity to provide and the provision that she made ‘was a 

class thing.’ In her world she automatically provided, and supposed everyone else did too. 

However, the only real advice she had been given in relation to education was: ‘You might 

want to tell the school they are looked after.’ This respondent worked for an independent 

agency, and we may see from this remark that not all independent agencies advise on 

educational matters. She admitted that her perception might be different from others. ‘It 

might be a middle-class thing,’ she added again. This is obviously not the case because other 

carers, who had little or no education and who described themselves as very much working 

class, were very good enthusiastic educators to their Looked After children (see page 161).

Some carers fe lt their educating role was only related to matters o f the school

One of the insights to evolve throughout this research, both from the survey and then 

explored more fully in the interviews, was that some carers felt their educating role was only 

related to matters of the school and this role again rested on their perception of what they 

thought their fostering role was. Some carers saw themselves as ‘educators’ only in the 

teaching of life skills, helping with homework and in supporting the school.

‘Education in the home is only about life skills.’
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‘Many carers think school is enough.’

‘Education is about everyday skills.’

‘Foster carers don’t have an [recognised] educational role.’

Some local authority carers in my sample felt they needed more support to become more 

professional and these were views of those who wished to perceive their educational role in 

the same way as those perceived by carers working for independent agencies.

‘Carers must be trained, salaried and professional.’

‘... need more of a support network. ’

‘We need the same level of support as independent agencies.’

Most of the carers who worked for the local authority felt that training and a carer’s role in 

supporting education should centre on supporting the educating role of the school: helping 

with homework and in the teaching of life skills only. It should be added, that those local 

authorities sampled appeared to place little value on educational input in the home or little 

expectation of their carers fulfilling any other educating role. ‘Some LA’s do mention 

support in the home but seeing self, as primary educator. Well, that is still a long way from 

being achieved.’

‘It’s the school’s job, but they need support. I go to the school immediately if I 
want to find out something.’

‘It’s what we can do to help the school.’

‘Some carers don’t want to do anything at home. ’

Liaison with schools

I asked why some carers opposed the notion of having an educational role. ‘I do not think it’s 

the fact of carers not being made aware or opposing this kind of role [supporting education in 

the home]. I just think that many carers, like many birth parents, cannot be bothered or have 

the time.’ This respondent felt that, because of all the other challenges these children face, 

they had to feel good about themselves before really worrying about educational achievement 

and providing education in the home, and that carers, first and foremost, ‘had to accept a
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child for what he is and be careful not to put pressure on already emotionally damaged 

children.’

I asked about sharing information with the school. One social worker told me that schools 

‘still treat Looked After children like crap.’ There was more support for this assumption 

when others added that:

‘Some schools see education as their prerogative.’

‘Some schools feel the level of achievement doesn’t justify the time and effort they 
have to expend in challenging behaviour.’

This last respondent added that the same would not be said of a child that was not English. 

She felt some schools were resistant and she sends her own foster children to five different 

schools in order to meet their individual needs and abilities. She asserted, ‘It takes time to 

win them [schools] over.’ In a follow-up interview another respondent suggested there was a 

close relationship between school expectations and disruptive behaviour, and that foster 

carers (and schools) had low expectations of children who were disruptive: an indication that 

carers have to tread softly with schools in order to gain admission for their foster children.

Another respondent, who had strong links with the school, liaised regularly and had been 

closely involved in her child’s PEP and with his designated teacher. She was proud that her 

foster child had been with her for four years, saying, ‘He’s only had one day off school.’ Her 

pride in her child’s achievements is centred on what the school has done for him and she 

took little credit for her contribution in this success.

Interviewer: ‘Was your educating responsibility the same as the schools?’

Respondent: ‘Academically, no. I teach life skills, but I help with homework.’

This respondent underplayed her involvement in the child’s education, but was enthusiastic, 

motivated and eager that her child was succeeding. The respondent, a carer who does not 

perceive herself as an educator in her own right, and has no qualifications, asserts that she 

has to give support to the school, her only perceived role in supporting education. She is 

nonetheless completing her NVQ, while feeling it should not be a mandatory requirement for 

all carers and that she can do a professional job without it. She felt that life skill training was
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more important than providing any other educational input. ‘Homes don’t seem to be as strict 

as they should be. That’s a major factor in school as well. I stopped X getting bullied.’ This 

respondent’s concerns centred more on bullying and behaviour than on learning, although 

she had complained he had skipped lessons and she had not been informed. It was five weeks 

before the school let this foster carer know that her child had been missing his English 

lessons. She had been visiting the school frequently before they did anything about it, and 

she felt this was because there was little concern about his educational progress.

‘Some carers never go near the school, or go to any training meetings; just take the 
money and run.’

‘When placed, only told about school, designated teacher and any special 
programme.’

‘Carers are concerned with care and safety fundamentally. When we began 
fostering, I cannot remember discussing education at all. When a child was placed 
it was up to us to find a school.’

Other carers felt the same. For respondents from my interviews who only saw their educating 

role as supporting the school, any further intervention (or interference) would be carrying the 

role of educator too far.

Most carers feel equipped to assist with homework and this appears to be a common practice. 

There is involvement with the school by regular liaison and attending school functions.

‘Very few foster carers would not help with homework, but some don’t do enough 
sometimes because of lack of understanding, lack of confidence and lack of skills.’

‘We are told to help with homework - that is all.’

‘They told us about helping with homework and checking reading.’

‘We have to help with homework.’

‘Told just to maintain school plans and review date.’

There are small rumblings that carers are now also being paid extra for looking after 

excluded children, instead of the child going to a pupil referral unit or buying in a tutor. 

‘When children are excluded, a support carer is paid an hourly rate to look after a child. I am 

allowed twenty hours a week to look after an excluded child.’
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Interviewer: ‘What do you have to do?’

Respondent: ‘Nothing really, but I took her to the museum.’

Interviewer: ‘Has specific training been given?’

Respondent: ‘I’m doing the work without any training. When I do support work, I am not 

told what to do or what to provide.’

Interviewer: ‘Does the placing agency view this role as an educating one?’

Respondent: ‘Well, it’s to occupy them when they’re out of school.’

It is possible that some agencies are beginning to identify the crucial role carers can play in 

raising the educational standards of this group by giving extra pay, albeit unsupported by 

additional advice on training, particularly when children are excluded.

Although I found quite good relations and close liaison with schools in the survey results, 

there were still some issues of concern and one centred on the difficulties of securing a 

school place. One respondent identified the shifting of responsibility to ease workloads. A 

carer, who was pro-active in securing a good school place and, demanding that the school 

give her fostered child every help, said this: ‘The social workers just seemed grateful that 

one job was done which they did not have to do.’ In the survey, 36 carers felt it was their 

responsibility to secure a school placement, but what was not revealed was the fact that there 

were accessing difficulties.

‘You need to reassure and build a partnership with the school.’

‘It is not about foster carers just supporting the school, but supporting the child 
in school.’

‘You do need support in how to approach the school.’

This last respondent went on to say that she felt she needed help in negotiating with the 

school initially.

‘Sometimes the school can be apprehensive.’

‘At first there can be poor communication. It was not a working partnership and 
systems were not in place to ease the process. I did finally manage to have strong 
links with the school and now I liaise with the head teacher regularly.’
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Although carers identified the difficulties of accessing schools and interacting with them, 

feeling they were not being treated as equal partners, some less-educated carers had felt no 

threat from the school at all. The carers who were the most qualified appeared to be more ill 

at ease in accessing the school than those who perceived themselves more as carer than 

educator. The less educated carer appears less likely to pose a threat to the school authority 

or status where educational matters are felt to be the speciality of the school. This could 

explain why a school could feel ill at ease when discussing educational matters with well- 

informed carers. Educational matters have traditionally been the speciality of the school, and 

bodies such as The National Teaching And Advisory Service for Looked After children have 

recognised this in their publication Education -  A Carers ’ Handbook (2003:3)

It is easy to lose the will to battle through the jargon and professional 
language that creates a barrier between schools and users. It is tempting 
to leave it to the “Professionals” but evidence shows that the more you 
(the carer) know about the system the more likely you are to support a 
child in your care.

There appears to be an uneasy relationship between the school and some carers, and is 

perhaps one of the reasons why some less informed foster carers prefer to leave any 

educating role strictly to the school.

Some carers, however, did not appear to be influenced by any expectation of the placing 

agency or social worker -  or the school. Their specific role rested on the belief they had in 

their own responsibilities as a foster parent, and what the role required of them. Whenever a 

carer had an intrinsic belief that it was their duty to perform an educating role, this is what 

they did, even though this specific role may not have been made an explicit part of their 

fostering remit. This belief system did not appear to be greatly influenced by social workers 

or the placing agency, because it appeared to be inherent in some foster carers that they had 

to do what was best for Looked After children, irrespective of their role as perceived by their 

placing agency or external agents.

‘I have my child’s best interest at heart. Some are in it for the money, but I want my 
child to blossom and bloom.’

‘It’s about commitment to be a parent and a professional.’

‘Carers have to be both a professional and a parent.’
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It was this belief carers had, and not just the expectation placed on them, that led to one carer 

moving from a local authority fostering service to an independent agency, and this occurred 

because she had then received specific training on supporting education (and much more). 

The local authority had only expected her to do what she could to support the school.

‘Learning starts at home, life skills, and foster carers have lots of skills. ’

‘It’s no good believing in education; you have to believe in the children too.’

One respondent had very rarely encountered a Looked After child who had not suffered 

educationally from being in the care system, and therefore felt it was the carer’s 

responsibility to be the primary educator: to build basic building blocks until other forms of 

education were in place. ‘There needs to be more specific training on education that can be 

done in the home.’ She said it was essential not to confuse the child by using different 

methods; therefore, close school liaison was very important and essential for Looked After 

children because her youngest foster child had not yet caught up with her peer group. ‘There 

are gaps in knowledge. They have to unlearn negativity. Big areas that foster carers are better 

at than schools.’

Interviewer: ‘How do you mean?’

Respondent: ‘Exploring learning styles and learning processes. The process of learning 

needs teaching and developing. ’

Foster carers not made aware of their educational role
I put it to this last respondent that despite major initiatives to raise awareness of supporting 

the education of this group, carers are still not being made aware of their specific 

contribution. ‘I think it is just assumed that carers will support education. I have always 

given education a high priority and made sure that the children know I will support the need 

for their education.’ It can not be assumed that all carers will feel this way. Training 

programmes are expensive and many boroughs tend to do a lot of in-house training. There 

was no educational component in this respondent’s training, and perhaps this is a subject in 

which they (the boroughs) find hard to get the balance correct.

It would appear that carers are not made aware of their educational role because social 

workers and agencies -  notably local authorities - do not perceive carers as having such a

166



role. Some carers felt that social and link workers did not see carers as educators, not even in 

life skill training, and this made it harder for carers to see themselves as supporters of 

education in the home.

The improvement foster carers most frequently called for 
was to have their views listened to and respected more by 
social workers.

Padbury and Frost (2002:xiv)

The carer will have difficulty perceiving his or her self as having this role if the social 

worker and placing agency does not, but if the expectation of the social worker is for the 

carer to fulfil some kind of educating role, the carer is more likely to identify with that role.

‘I have an expectation of them, but they have none of me.’

‘I said at my review, “It’s them and us.” They pull rank. If my view were different 
from social workers my view would not be valued. It would be their view that 
would be carried forward.’

Social workers/placing agencies* perception o f carers* educating role

Another influence on how carers view themselves in relation to their educating role was the 

value social workers (and social workers’ co-workers) placed on education themselves and 

on educational achievement. If education had a value for them and they also had a belief that 

the children they cared for could achieve, then this enthusiasm was usually transferred, 

motivating more interest within the carer. However, education did not appear to carers to be 

a priority with link workers and social workers.

A significant insight to emerge was related to the low status placed on carers by the placing 

agencies and training providers. If carers felt they were not valued, no matter how educated 

they were, they would feel subordinate to the others in the fostering team. ‘We all have our 

own standards,’ argued one respondent who felt that carers had to take responsibility for 

dealing with all aspects of a child’s care, including supporting education, and that it should 

not wait to be directed by a social worker. I responded by saying that not all carers took their 

responsibility as seriously as she did, and we could not assume that they did. ‘Well, they 

should,’ was her reply to this.
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There was not one carer in my interview schedule who could say they felt an equal member 

of the fostering team, yet the results of my survey showed a very different view. Out of fifty- 

two responses, forty-four foster carers had felt part of a team, and forty-four were involved 

in planning the care of the child. Forty-eight foster carers identified that they received 

support from their placing agency. However, being supported is not the same as being equal. 

The discrepancy between the survey result and the interviews begged an explanation.

Although the survey questionnaire had been anonymous, I had to consider whether carers felt 

that in some way their responses could still become known, and acknowledging something as 

sensitive as ‘not feeling part of a team’ or ‘not being supported by the agency’ was to expose 

too much. By the time of the interviews I had built a strong, safe relationship and my 

respondents trusted me to keep their responses anonymous. Secure in this, it is possible they 

could be more free and honest in what they told me. All of this raises questions about the 

authenticity of responses and the inadvisability of using one methodology in any research 

design. Fortunately, the interviews were able to draw out this anomaly and readdress any 

ambiguity.

‘The limited vision of some LA carers may be a direct result of the limited vision of LA 

social workers who are briefing their carers according to their own script, with little 

opportunity to pause for thought or expand the horizons of either carer or kids,’ said one 

respondent; while another said, ‘Social worker didn’t have a clue what was right for the 

boys. I say there’s something wrong and they say no. They are reluctant to accept that carers 

are as valuable as they are.’

The vast majority of link workers and social workers, 
plus a sizeable minority of carers, do not believe social 
services managers are well informed about foster carers’ views.’

Padbury and Frost (2000: xiv)

Regrettably, there was often no expectation of equal partnership placed on the carer by the 

social worker and placing agency.

‘They never ask me for a report, and my contribution is not even included in 
reports. There is a feeling your view is not wanted.’
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‘Still a lot of labelling going on.’

The last respondent had supported her own children’s education and had naturally supported 

her foster children’s education as well. She went on to say that many fostered children have 

problems with school and, in order to help the carer help the child, there appears to be (in her 

borough) an increase of co-operation with those departments concerned with keeping 

children in school. However, this has come about through the support centre the carer attends 

and not through social services. ‘Local authorities try to shift responsibility which is rightly 

theirs onto struggling carers,’ said a respondent who continued to say that her local social 

services department had made her feel guilty when she did childminding, ‘Especially guilty 

by the social worker and when they [social services] feel like it. We are professional, but we 

become unprofessional when we state an opinion that does not matter to them.’

She felt aggrieved that her knowledge and expertise were not valued and that her views were 

given little weight if they contradicted the views of the department. ‘Most of the time I feel 

undermined.’ Another four respondents reiterated this opinion of the social worker’s 

perception of their role, a high proportion in such a small sample.

‘We are put down; they don’t know how special these children are.’

‘We are the cleaners and they [social workers] are the management. It’s a 
hierarchy. We clean the kids up and put up with all the crap.’

‘I have seen such bad practice amongst social workers that I feel equal if not better 
than them. Some social workers dismiss your opinions, or don’t even ask for them 
Carers ’ views are more important than someone who sees them only every six 
weeks.’

One respondent voiced the view of most of the other respondents when she said, ‘Social 

workers are driven by financial imperatives and we are unlikely to be consulted or listened to 

if we raise our voices. In that sense our status is lower.’

‘There is a financial implication to changing the perception and status of carer. It 
costs money to train carers, and money for giving them a better deal.’

A third respondent brought up monetary issues agaia

1 said to my LA, “You give me £500 a week and I’ll have him.” [A child who
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needed placing] The LA was paying a private agency over £1000 to place him out 
of town and I said pay me half and I’ll have him. They said no. We are treated like 
crap. They take the flicking piss. We are supposed to be treated as equal, but the 
door is always slammed shut.’

This agitated carer went on to say, ‘They are the social workers and we are the mere foster 

carers.’ She later apologised for her outburst.

The will is there in all carers to upgrade their service and provide educational support, but 

there is no motivation towards more professional training, especially when the perception of 

the placing authority, social workers and schools undervalues the contribution of carers and 

their status as equal partners. The low status of their position, and the lack of proper 

remuneration for their fostering task, contributes towards the disempowerment of many 

foster carers. Doubt is cast over whether extra curricular activities are adequately resourced. 

The placing agency has its own restrictions, and carers felt that budget constraints were a 

major factor. ‘The private sector offers higher remuneration and recognises that their 

expectations of carers may involve quite considerable expenditure.’ This respondent’s foster 

child went on the go-carts, had climbing tuition and was involved in a Karate club. ‘We 

could not afford to do this on the payment the LA used to offer.’

Carers are the principal architects in the development and growth of Looked After children, 

but even at the closure of my research and after major childcare reform (especially in relation 

to the educational attainment of the children), carers continue to be the least informed and 

least consulted by social workers and teachers.

While managers are quite positive about the influence foster 
carers have on services, most foster carers, social workers and 
link workers feel foster carers have very little influence.

Padbury and Frost (2002:91)

Social workers’ (and others) perception of the role and status of the carer has to be urgently 

addressed if societal attitudes towards carers are to be changed. ‘Social workers are not 

knowledgeable at grassroots.’ Carers appear to be working to the agenda of the social worker 

rather than in partnership with them. A carer’s perception of his/her role as an educator is
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significantly influenced by the behaviour of the social worker. There is much work to be 

done to change perception, attitude and confidence.

Although carers are providing a range of literacy based activities and proclaim that one of 

their roles is an educating one, I am unconvinced that all believe it, especially those who 

work for local authorities. This perception relates very closely to the expectation placed on 

the carer by the placing agency, and the importance and significance placed by the 

department or agency on supporting education. Carers from independent fostering agencies 

appear more convincing but, with the considerable difference in treatment and the higher 

expectation placed upon these carers, this is not surprising.

Carers1 perception o f their ability to perform an educating role

... even if they themselves don’t read or write with ease...

Barnes (1999:11)

One other development of this research was the finding that a significant factor in helping to 

improve the life chances of Looked After children is the ability and confidence of the carer 

to assist in that improvement. Supporting education in the home is closely identified, not 

only with the expectation of the placing agency and the belief foster carers might have in 

their responsibility to provide an educative environment, but it is also dependent on the 

carers’ perception of their own ability to fulfil that role. That is to say, it depends on their 

baseline of literacy competence and whether they have confidence to fulfil that role. It is 

invariably influenced by background, and there are quite distinct differences in the way 

carers’ value education.

‘Some carers have less confidence due to their background.’

‘I definitely see education as the way forward.’

Others saw things quite differently.

‘I hate exams.’

‘I hated school.’
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‘I hated exams but carers should be penalised if they don’t attend training sessions.’

Expectations placed on them can cause a carer to assess his or her own abilities. Even though 

they may believe they are capable of providing such an environment, the expectation of an 

external agent may undermine their confidence in fulfilling it. Three carers expressed this 

worry: namely, if too much emphasis were placed on providing an educative environment, 

they would not be able to cope or feel they were up to the task.

‘You only have to mention training and they want to know what’s involved first; 
they’re fearful. ’

‘You mention the NVQ -  there is no way I could do it.’

‘Because I’ve got no education I wouldn’t be confident in taking on education.’

Other respondents supported these claims:

‘Some carers won’t go to training in case they have to write.’

‘Some carers have low literacy problems and will not come forward.’

‘There is a fear of the unknown - schoolroom fear - when training was mentioned. 
They don’t want to be seen as naff carers, second-class citizens.’

We are now well versed in what research has told us: Griiffiths (1999); Morris (2000); Bald 

et a l (1995) and Jackson (1989) who have all proclaimed that carers are uneducated or ill 

equipped to provide an educative environment. My findings dispute the fact they are ill 

equipped despite the fears expressed. Even though some carers are anxious about their own 

abilities, most are eager to do their best for their Looked After children, and the responses 

showed that it is not their inability to perform an educating role that inhibits them but their 

confidence

The authors cited have given examples of carers having poor literacy skills, how they have 

been left out of important decision-making and have little knowledge about the educational 

process. 39 respondents out of 52 in my sample had some form of professional or academic 

qualification, and at least a GSCE grade C or above. This is still higher than research 

suggests. Almost all of the carers were actively involved in providing literacy materials and 

activities for their foster children, even those who had lower levels of education. Triesliotis 

et a l (1998) asserts that foster carers leave school at sixteen and 70% have no qualifications
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at all, but this is now changing. ‘There is a broader kind of carer nowadays.’ Since the 

introduction of the National Standards foster carers may be more able than ever before.

If either parent [foster parent] had high level academic 
qualifications, the children performed better on reading tests.

Jackson and Martin (1998:581)

Confidence in supporting an educational task appeared to be the inhibitor, not how well 

educated a foster carer is. My results show that if a carer is confident in his or her own 

abilities then they have the confidence to state that one of their fostering roles is being an 

educator to their Looked After children. These carers, irrespective of whether they worked 

for a local authority or independent fostering agency, appeared to be more confident in 

stating that supporting and promoting educational opportunities was one of their roles as a 

foster carer. Those that were less confident felt they could not perform that role, or were not 

clever enough to take on that kind of role even though they were ably doing so.

‘The thought even scares me. I could not cope with doing the NVQ; I just could not 
do it.’

‘I’m not a secretary or clerk.’

Those carers who were less confident stated that their role was in teaching life skills and 

supporting the school. Those who were more confident would be (or were) educators in their 

own right and, if need be, could teach the children themselves. Their role was not merely 

supporting the education of the school, but to have a significant role themselves in educating 

their foster children and, usually, they had the belief that they should provide education in 

the home too. It was more usual for confident carers to have good qualifications also, and to 

be registered with independent fostering agencies. There were exceptions to this. Confidence 

can come with having a good standard of education, but not always. One respondent 

appeared very confident in her skills to support education, yet she had very little education 

herself.

Other carers, however, who held good qualifications, but who worked for a local authority, 

did not seem so certain and assured of their specific role in relation to education. This was 

because they saw their status within the organisation in which they worked as being lower
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than their co-workers, and this was reflected in the way they perceived their role, although it 

did not affect the way they worked with their fostered children. Independent fostering 

agencies pay a wage or salary, and so demand (and expect) a higher service from their carers, 

who appear to have a raised status as equal partners.

Previously mentioned is the argument from other commentators that the educational level of 

the carer does not appear to make any difference in raising the achievement of Looked after 

children, even when the carer is highly educated (Osbome & St Clair 1987; Lucey & 

Walkerdine 2000). It has also been shown that it is not the material affluence of a home that 

makes a difference to future educational success. In addition, A. Heath etal. (1989); Jackson 

(1994) and others, have demonstrated that underperformance of this group is not because 

there is lack of attention by the carers, and this research has also found this to be true.

‘To be a mum you don’t have to be a brain surgeon.’ Surprisingly, it is none of the above 

that will significantly raise the educational achievement of Looked After children, but the 

presence and attention of an interested and enthusiastic adult who has a belief in the child 

and their capabilities. This does not necessarily mean, therefore, that the least educated 

cannot have a very important educational role to play in the literacy development of Looked 

After children, or that they are least able to perform that role; it means only that the attention 

given by the carer to the Looked After child should be of the kind that will benefit the child.

Those carers who were ‘worried’ about having an educating role were eager, motivated and 

enthusiastic about helping their Looked After children, and felt they still had something to 

offer. And they had. They might be concerned that demands on them might be more than 

they could fulfil, but all stated that reading a story or encouraging a child to write a letter was 

well within their capabilities. ‘She [social worker] expects me to read and write in a 

professional manner. What if I’m doing it wrong?’ One respondent argued that if carers were 

registered and assessed as competent to foster, then they should be given all the help to meet 

the national standards. It is the expectation, not the reality, of being an educator that worried 

them, because they were already performing an educating role by encouraging reading and 

providing other literacy based opportunities. It appears that most agencies (local authority 

and independent) support their carers in their training needs.

‘We sit by those who can’t do it.’
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Other respondents agreed:

‘The training isn’t hard; it’s easy to do because they [the trainers] help out.’

‘I have heard of two carers who are illiterate but who are apparently excellent 
carers. The organisation therefore does a lot of the record keeping for the carers 
using audiotapes. They also have a social worker that supports any written task, or 
whatever, and can act as a scribe.’

‘It’s up to the skill of the social workers to help carers.’

‘Fostering is one of the very few professions where those with no paper 
qualifications can do a good job -  and sometimes better than those with bits of 
paper. You can be too good, too educated; it can be a bad thing. It can create a 
barrier.’

This respondent expressed concern that a greater expectation or pressure can be placed on 

the child to achieve when the carer has higher expectations due to their own educational 

achievements. There may also be an impact on the fostered child’s self esteem if they cannot 

rise to any demands, or compete with the standards of achievement of natural bom children. 

One respondent identified that carers who could not write were ‘faultless. The NVQ is just a 

bit of paper.’

Educational background of foster carers should be a major factor 
in their selection, and not only for children already perceived as 
being particularly able. Many foster carers do already see supporting 
looked after children at school as a key aspect of the task, but it 
needs to be made an explicit part of their brief.

Jackson and Martin (1998:581)

Educational qualifications may not need to be a necessary requisite in recruitment, despite 

what Jackson and Martin suggest. It is very easy to become idiosyncratic in relation to one’s 

own knowledge. What may be far more important than having highly qualified carers is a 

desire to undergo the training that educates the carer in the role of an educational facilitator 

and to learn ways of promoting literacy based opportunities that can develop literacy 

competence in the home. Some carers do not give enough of the right attention through lack 

of understanding, confidence and lack of skills, and it is these that should be developed. ‘If 

some carers had poor educational experiences, they can’t see the possibilities,’ said one 

respondent.
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‘Would an expectation of performing an educational role have an effect on recruitment and 

retention of carers?’ I asked my respondents. I was told that it would scare them off and 

might even threaten recruitment. I suggested that much could depend on how the information 

was communicated and how the training was delivered. Removing specific words that 

provoke a response such as ‘education’ was suggested as an answer. Three respondents 

voiced the opinion that carers would not come forward if they felt their own literacy 

competence was being challenged. They considered that many carers would not feel 

confident about supporting education because of their own perceived limitations. I learnt that 

some care agencies use experienced carers to deliver their training to their own carers -  a 

practice that was felt to be less threatening.

‘Agencies don’t want to scare away carers by having expectations about education.’

‘Any educational emphasis has to be subtle.’

This suggests that when a computer is put in the foster home or the carer is given a fostering 

library ticket, then any advice or information concerning the value of these resources should 

be given ‘in situ’ -  and at the time the resources are put in place - rather than exploring their 

advantages in a classroom or training situation. The support given to educational matters 

must be covert, according to this respondent, and must not be made explicit in training. ‘In 

regular homes, most parents don’t perceive themselves as educators.’ This respondent went 

on to add:

‘Foster carers have different levels of education. If recruitment drives emphasised 
the need for carers to provide educational support then it might affect the number of 
carers coming forward if they had low level of literacy themselves.’

In the follow-up interview this respondent’s opinion had not changed, reinforcing yet again 

that recruitment would be affected if carers were expected to provide an educational service 

in their home, but added the view that any educational support must be given by encouraging 

literacy opportunities such as reading and by being interested in reading themselves.

Because of the heterogeneous nature of carers and fears of scaring prospective carers away, 

it was felt that at the fostering recruitment stage it was unwise to go into too much depth 

about expectations of educational involvement, or the training that might be needed. It was 

clear from the responses received that the perception of carers’ educational role was closely
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related to their own literacy ability and confidence. There has been extensive research on the 

intergenerational effects of poor basic skills, with children underachieving because the adults 

in their lives cannot transmit the literacy skills because of lack of skills themselves; it is 

therefore very important that foster carers have a solid literacy base (ALBSU, 1994).

Training in educational support

Not all carers receive training on children’s educational 
needs or support to meet those needs.

SEU Report (2003)

A major finding was the fact that supporting education in the home was not made part of a 

carer’s remit in training. Training was not providing an awareness of what carers could do. 

There should be increased demands made upon carers to become more professional because 

more skilled parenting and training is required to meet the complex needs of Looked After 

children. It is no longer just about welcoming a child into your home and treating them as 

one of the family. How closely a carer identifies with a specific role within his or her 

fostering remit will not only depend on the agencies’ expectation or educational level of the 

carer, but is also closely related to the level and type of training the carer is prepared to 

undertake. In addition, the perception of their training needs will depend on the training a 

carer already has, and the type of training they have already received.

Carers generally want recognition for the task they do and want to be seen as a professional 

body of workers, but many of them are not prepared to undergo further, more intensive 

training other than what is in place at the moment. There are those carers who do not want 

intensive training to a professional standard, or for training to be compulsory. Conversely, 

there are carers who are so well qualified they feel they do not require training at all, but are 

prepared to undergo a thorough training if existing qualifications are not relevant.

Some carers perceived themselves as being adequately equipped for the fostering task 

without the need for further training. ‘Social services have limited resources,’ one said. This 

seemed to be saying, ‘Why waste your precious resources training me up when I am already 

qualified?’ I pointed out that training would be levelled at the fostering task: an area where,
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as a new foster carer, she might not have had any expertise or hold any fostering 

qualification. She felt training was more centred on safety and hygiene, and added that 

training should be planned from an experiential therapeutic perspective, recognising that 

Looked After children have emotional challenges that need to be addressed as well.

Respondent (who did not want to undergo any further training): ‘well, training is technically 

voluntary.’

Interviewer: ‘Was there any educational component in your initial training?’

Respondent: ‘No, no, no, it’s just the basics. They might touch on a bit of it. I can’t 

remember now.’

Other respondents agreed:

‘No education module or advice recently.’

‘We’ve had this argument with agency [the fact training isn’t compulsory] but 
there’s laws coming in about training’, said another.

‘Special unit lady spoke about it a bit -  has asked for all information on exclusion 
procedures -  pushed X to have the grammar school test, but didn’t get through. But 
he went to the best school. ’

This last respondent went to all the training on offer because she wanted to, and this has 

included Drugs Awareness and Challenging Behaviour. In addition, there is a foster group, 

which meets regularly in her local school, dedicated to looking at the education of Looked 

After children. She felt education was important whether the child was one’s own or in care, 

and that the initial induction training and short interest courses were adequate training for 

her. It would appear the NVQ course, Children and Young People, the accredited vocational 

course designed for foster carers, is not user friendly in structure and presentation, and help 

is needed in first understanding the language.

‘The language of the award is not friendly. The course is also lengthy and does 
need commitment.’

‘The NVQ is couched in too much professional jargon.’

‘If they made the NVQ compulsory, they [social services] would lose carers.’

One respondent who had experience of both a local authority and an independent agency, felt 

training with an IF A was better than with the local authority. This respondent added that
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some carers did need help in using the training resources but, ‘because of the professional 

training other carers had received in another field, the fostering training these carers needed 

would not have to be so intensive.’ She felt that for carers with no relevant qualifications, the 

training needed to be thorough. What was needed, she assured me, was to look at training 

that was related specifically to the fostering task, irrespective of other qualifications.

My respondents commented on the differences in training between local authority training 

with that provided by independent fostering agencies. In one independent agency the 

induction course was residential. This training required the carer to attend a first aid course, 

health and safety, and sessions on Child Protection, Sexual Abuse and Behaviour 

Management. ‘If you are paying a lot of money for the care that is provided then you want 

the best possible package for your LAC -  and that includes educational input.’ This 

respondent felt that as she had good qualifications she didn’t need to complete the NVQ3, 

and added that many carers who held professional qualifications, ‘got paid more for having 

them.’ ‘The standard the Government is working towards is still quite low. Private agencies 

have higher expectations.’ Other respondents added,

‘Historically, things are changing. It might be because I work for an IFA and 
we are a professional team and are more respected [than those working for a LA].’

‘I think LA’s find it quite difficult to recruit carers.’

‘They are very much less involved in case planning - just about providing basic 
nurture, and foster carers are not included in meetings with schools and social 
services.’

‘Why should we all be paid the same if there are such differences?’

It was noticeable that those carers in my sample who had little educational accomplishments 

did not need feel the need for further training, and those with higher qualifications felt that a 

more thorough training should be mandatory for those without relevant qualifications. ‘We 

don’t need any more training,’ argued one carer who had only undergone the initial induction 

course and one or two in-service courses.

I found only two carers who had actually undergone some specific training on education. 

‘I’ve supported education and attended a course on it.’ ‘We have to undergo training that 

places specific emphasis on education that can be done in the home. Where can I get some
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educational resources from that help carers in the home? ’ I had to declare that I knew of no 

resources that were directly aimed at the carer, but would send her some resources she could 

draw from that were specifically designed for training purposes or for schools to access. One 

respondent argued that training was not sufficient to raise awareness of providing 

educational opportunities, and what was needed was for them to have a heightened 

appreciation of what the home could offer in encouraging literacy development. This 

indicated that training should include awareness training without actually emphasising the 

carer’s responsibility for providing educational opportunities.

Although my research shows that carers are not receiving training on the importance of 

education, many are aware of its importance. Educational support was not made an explicit 

part of the fostering role: findings that were consistent with both the survey and interviews. 

The A. Heath et al study (1994) state it is the skills the foster parent possesses that will make 

a difference to a child’s life chances, yet it would appear carers are not being taught these 

particular skills. The studies by Neuman (2000) show that it is the active interaction of an 

interested adult that promotes literacy development and this means that it is not enough to 

put resources in the home, but that it is also necessary for the carer to actively engage with 

the fostered child.

‘I haven’t a clue’, stated a respondent, when I enquired why training providers were not 

emphasising the importance of supporting education in the home. ‘How are you supposed to 

go to all those training things anyway when you’ve got kiddies?’ I asked her about the 

specific training opportunities on offer. She replied that she held a level three certificate in 

Care, indicating she had created the opportunity for this training, but some carers feel the 

time needed to take up the different training offers is much too difficult to arrange, and one 

respondent asked, ‘What are you supposed to do with them [children]?’ Another respondent 

asserted, ‘I hold the NVQ level 3 and some carers don’t like it.’ This remark was 

representative of the clear disparity between carers in their training outcomes and perception 

of training.

‘NVQ’s are about existing knowledge, not about developing knowledge.’

‘There is no gain in doing the NVQ. There is no recognition in having it.’
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Some carers only having undergone an in-service training would often go on a course when 

it was offered, though they would not enrol on the NVQ course, feeling the short courses 

were quite sufficient and more satisfying. A common response was to say that carers’ lives 

were too busy to attend intensive training courses, but that many enjoyed more informal 

meetings.

It was felt that targeting specific aspects of fostering such as behaviour management, 

bullying and the reasons behind such behaviours was much better in bringing to the fore the 

real dilemmas faced in fostering, than time spent filling in performance criteria in NVQ that 

had no relevance to their real life situations. Training needed to be related to practical, real 

life experiences, and scenarios played out in order to practise what a foster carer might do in 

a specific situation. Workshop-type training with ‘hands on’ approach was felt to be more 

valuable than any qualification that did not reflect what is actually happening in the foster 

placement.

Important issues that need to be seen as part of a foster carer’s role for supporting a child’s 

education in the home and at school must be part of a carer’s role and may need to be made 

explicit in training. Since the National Care Standards commission, there has been an 

increasing demand for all carers to undergo the NVQ level 3 fostering qualification. Foster 

homes are also inspected now to gauge the effectiveness of their environment. At present, 

however, there is no uniform training specifically on providing educational support in the 

home. This apparent shortcoming in awareness of the pivotal role carers play has meant there 

is no standard mandatory training. The different views held by foster carers regarding what 

type of training should be mandatory may be a result of this.

‘In my LA there is no expectation to support education, although it might be a 
vague expectation.’

‘It is not written anywhere.’

‘It’s not compulsory to attend.’

‘Informal training on supporting education, but slanted towards schools.’

‘My agency does not insist on carers completing the NVQ, but they strongly 
encourage it. ’
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One respondent said that her agency did not at the present time insist on carers completing 

the NVQ. They were rewarded by an extra £25 per week per child if they did so. If carers 

had qualifications that were not actually to do with fostering but were in the social science 

field, they too were rewarded. Another carer felt the award at level three was pitched too 

high and expressed her view that life experiences counted for so much more. This respondent 

cited their experiences of training Learning Support Assistants and said that, although many 

could not do the training required, their work practices were excellent

‘Do you think some carers would refuse to take the course if it became mandatory? I asked 

another respondent. She replied, ‘At a fact-finding meeting, I was subjected to a torrent of 

bad feeling from a husband and wife who seemed to think I had indulged in something 

totally irrelevant and that I ought never to speak of my award again. Their main argument 

was that industry was moving away from using NVQ’s in general and it was a redundant 

qualification.’ This respondent did feel that the course content and relevance to their actual 

practice needed to be updated regularly and added that the husband and wife’s hostility really 

settled on the same argument that had been voiced by other carers: they did not feel capable 

of achieving the award. ‘Many carers do find written qualifications difficult and fear failure.’

There were some carers who wanted to get a professional qualification and would complete 

the award. One respondent had enjoyed taking the NVQ and felt that, because fostering can 

be a lonely activity, she had actually derived great benefit from it. ‘I liked discussing practice 

with other carers and getting to know each other.’ She added that the award should not be 

made compulsory. ‘There will always be people who go against anything compulsory. It 

should be put forward with the highest recommendations and carers given as much support 

as necessary. Anything that is accredited and nationally recognised could only improve the 

service.’ I asked what accreditation meant to her, and the same question was put to my other 

respondents as my results in the survey had been ambiguous. Did the carers know what 

accreditation meant? Only two respondents were unsure of the difference between the terms 

accreditation, and preparation and on-going training,; otherwise, accreditation was thought 

to mean the award of a certificate such as the NVQ, where the work that required achieving 

had been standardised against national performance criteria. It is only because most of the 

respondents in the interviews were familiar with educational language they showed 

awareness of the term, but further research would be needed to clarify if most carers really 

understand the difference.
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There continues to be two or three tiers of training in some localities where the level of 

training undertaken is directly related to the level of remuneration, and while this continues 

there can be no parity of esteem between carers. In other regions this form of multi-tier 

training has been abolished altogether.

‘Some carers were getting paid for extra skills or receiving a wage, but this is for 
the skills of caring.’

‘Foster carers are paid different levels. ’

‘If you don’t do the training you can’t get to a higher level. ’

‘Why should carers get the same money as me when some do not even attend 
training or meetings? It’s not unreasonable to expect a higher reward.’

Another respondent declared, ‘In my borough they’ve abolished payment for skills because it 

got too complicated. We are all paid an allowance and that’s it. Not much information on 

training. No ongoing training. If I wait for them [Social Services] I’ll wait forever.’ This 

carer has no educational or vocational qualifications, leaving school at 15 ‘with nought’ but 

still felt that it was necessary to be trained, even though ‘nothing much in relation to 

education is available in my borough.’ I asked how much training she had actually had 

during her years of fostering. ‘In the beginning it was quite a lot. Graded carer training was 

11 days for level 1. It was 18 days for level 2. Now all that is abolished.’ Another respondent 

said, ‘I think the problem is [caused by] those who receive a wage and those who don’t.’ 

Conversely, this brings a different set of observations from respondents concerned.

It was those carers least qualified who, feeling their training was sufficient, did not want to 

see payment related to skills. They protested that all carers were professional and skilful, 

even without training. It was also these same carers who did not want training to be made 

compulsory. If no one is expecting them to undergo further training, they will not avail 

themselves of it, because they think they are qualified enough and argue that their level of 

payment should not be influenced by any qualification they might hold.

There could be a claim made that if an individual is suitably qualified in another field then 

these skills could be transferable to fulfil the fostering tasks. One respondent said that the 

different strata of training posed problems for some carers, especially if it was related to 

payment for skills. Other carers agued, that, although their expertise was not reflected in a
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qualification, they were nevertheless highly skilled, professional and experienced, in both 

fostering and another profession. ‘They are anti-NVQ because it correlates to level of 

payment.’ This respondent felt it was necessary to do the NVQ because the knowledge she 

gained was related specifically to the task she was now doing. These were the different 

perceptions of training requirements found in this small sample. There is no universal 

remuneration package to reward carers for their professionalism, but only an arrangement 

between carer and agency that rests on which part of the country a carer lives, whether they 

work for an agency or local authority, how qualified they are, and whether their skills would 

be reflected in monetary reward.

In the last few years there has been an increasing demand for ‘professionalism’ in the 

fostering service. This appears to be happening, but it is yet to be supported by high quality 

training and adequate remuneration for skills and knowledge. The demands placed upon 

‘ordinary folk’ are greater than ever, and many are not equipped to deal with the disturbed 

behaviour of many of the children. The Children Act emphasises supportive measures to 

enable children to remain in their own birth homes. Where this has not proved tenable, it is 

often the case that children who have remained in care have more disturbed behaviour; more 

complex special needs, and are usually older (Hayden 1999). Changes are coming with 

increased inspections by the Care Standards Commission and with them the drive for foster 

carers to undergo the NVQ 3 Caring for Children and Young People. For this reason it is 

likely there will come a time when this qualification, or its equivalent, will be seen as a 

minimum requirement to practise. In order to meet the increasingly challenging needs of 

Looked After children, and with increasing accountability and child protection requirements 

in the forefront of policy-making decisions, it may be necessary for foster carers to be highly 

skilled.

Some carers want to be viewed as a professional body of workers without the training and do 

not want any training (other than the induction sessions) to be made compulsory. There 

appears to be a perception that registration, rather than training, confers the status of being 

‘professional’. However, the process of registration does not mean a carer is acting in a 

professional way. Registration signifies that a carer has fulfilled specific criteria in order to 

practice as a carer, such as having suitable premises and is a fit person, meaning one who is 

healthy and suitable. This is not the same as acting in a professional way. Registration does 

not confer professional status until that person has undergone a thorough training that can be
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put to professional use, has acquired specialist knowledge, and the practical application has 

been assessed by others. Training confers a professional status. Many carers perceive 

themselves as having an educational role, but do not want the training that must come with 

professional status. ‘You get no extra for having it [NVQ].’ Carers receive approximately 

only one evening a week induction training over six weeks, which can be supplemented by 

other short courses or workshops that are ongoing.

‘I would suggest that foster carers be required to pursue training in some form or shape, but 

that the particular limitations of an academic course should not be allowed to exclude those 

who would otherwise make excellent carers. ’ Some carers in my sample had only attended 

an induction course; two held the appropriate level three qualifications, while others were 

professionally qualified to degree level or held vocational qualifications in other fields. 

Training in supporting education is not mandatory and does not yet feature in many fostering 

training programmes. When courses are provided attendance is poor, because they are either 

perceived as not important or uninteresting. Timing of the courses could also be a real factor, 

since some of the carers have questioned how their caring duties interfere with the 

opportunity to attend courses.

This word professionalism was constantly referred to throughout the two rounds of 

interviews. One respondent felt that other carers in general had low self-estimation of their 

abilities, and really did not see themselves as doing a professional job in the same way they 

perceived the job of a social worker. ‘But if people don’t see you as a professional person - 

like the social worker, that you do a professional job - then any view is turned back on you; 

it’s only your opinion.’ This reference to the undermining of the carer’s viewpoint was made 

on four separate occasions by four different carers. It is a significant remark if carers are ever 

to gain parity of esteem as equal partners in the caring (and educating) task. Carers knew 

they were doing a skilful job and wanted recognition and status for their skills, but they did 

not want the extensive training that would make excessive demands on them. There was 

difficulty finding babysitters to enable those who wished to attend courses. Not all carers 

wanted to attend courses.

Many carers baulk at the idea of more intensive training, although a thorough training 

programme could effectively help to raise their status. Trained to the same standard as social 

workers and teachers, they would command the respect that is due to that training. At present
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there is no universal, standardised, accredited, mandatory training across the nation for 

carers, nor is there any mandatory training on supporting education in the home. Carers, 

especially long-serving ones, are resistant to undergoing an accredited mandatory course. 

Increasingly, local authorities are designing training pathways and some courses that were 

once elective courses are now mandatory. ‘The NVQ is optional but might not be optional 

soon.’

No carer mentioned that the NVQ should be the minimum qualification for a fostering 

practitioner, although some carers said there should be encouragement to complete it, and 

one suggested that younger carers might be more willing to do the course than older ones. 

Without a minimum standard of education for carers, young people in care who are expected 

to gain five or more GCSEs, could perceive an inconsistency when those who care for them 

do not have the equivalent. To expect our Looked After children to succeed academically, is 

also to expect those who care for them to be, if not academically qualified, then at least 

educationally aware.

One respondent explained that carers in her hometown were invited to attend specific 

training events led by the Looked After Education Team. Carers were also offered basic skill 

support as well, but there was no mandatory requirement to attend any of the courses except 

for Life Story Work. Recently the LA had gained some funding to provide computers that 

could be loaned out to carers ‘which I feel is a step forward.’ But she felt, ‘Standards in 

foster care would not improve until care of the carers improves, so children looked after get a 

better deal. Ideally, we need a similar support system for carers that are given in the private 

sector - are we second best?’

During the follow up interview she told me of a new development that had taken place in her 

hometown during the year. This was the development of a ‘training pathway’. This was a 

programme of training opportunities for each carer for updating and refreshing their 

knowledge of fostering. Some courses were mandatory and had to be attended within a given 

time-scale, and some were optional for the carer’s personal and continuing development. 

During the previous year there had been opportunities for experienced carers to participate in 

training programmes for new recruits, and they could receive training for their involvement 

in this area. ‘Last five years a big improvement in training,’ but this respondent also 

explained that the emphasis was more on the behaviour of the child than giving a child a
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more productive environment. She went on to say that home reviews were undertaken from 

time to time to assess fostering practice, but they were not very useful. Her borough had 

planned to improve the system once they had more staff. ‘As fostering is seen as a more 

professional occupation I am sure that inspection [education] will come, but it would be 

good to keep a “homely” atmosphere -  to maintain the best from the past, while being aware 

of the accountability of the future.’ In a follow-up interview, another respondent was able to 

tell me that during the past year there had been increased inspection, and there were 

suggestions that the borough she worked for intended to introduce compulsory training. She 

suspected, too, that an Education Worker had been employed ‘as someone phoned me up 

asking what X’s school results were. ’

The amount of training already undertaken, or the carer’s need for more training influenced 

the way s/he perceived his or her educating role. If a carer was well qualified, the need for 

training was felt to be less, although training was still undertaken. If a carer was poorly 

qualified in addition to being less confident, they would not be pro-active in seeking further 

training opportunities. If a carer were poorly qualified but confident, then they would embark 

on on-going training, always providing the course structure and content were non

threatening.

Books: Personal and Specialist

It is now well established that literacy is almost as essential to living as breathing, and 

although the foster home provides a range of literacy opportunities, and although carers take 

an interest in literacy development, for many Looked After children books were not 

personally owned or brought with them to the foster placement. How did my interview 

respondents respond to the findings from the survey? Three threads emerged from the 

responses. If children came straight from home into the foster placement it was unlikely that 

books would be brought with them. It was usually the current foster placement who provided 

them, with children leaving the placement with books that had been bought for them while in 

the placement.

Again, it was the perception of the carer’s role as to whether s/he placed importance on 

children owning books. If s/he did not have an educating role then it was felt the 

responsibility for providing children with books fell upon others, notably reading books from 

school. For all carers this responsibility was tied to their perception of their educating role as
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a whole. If they saw their role only as teaching life skills, then the responsibility for initiating 

or encouraging reading was not perceived as being within their remit. It was more to do with 

school education.

Foster children did not own any personal books.

Happily all the respondents interviewed identified that their Looked After children owned 

some personal books.

‘You get them for normal children don’t you? ’

‘Isn’t it a natural thing?’

‘I buy books and they also take their favourites from my books.’

‘It’s disgraceful that some children don’t own books.’

Other respondents offered these comments:

‘They have books in bedroom. They have their favourites.’

‘They have their own books and play books, and have access to household books.’ 

‘They have them in their own bedroom.’

Despite the fact that some foster children did not have personal books, they did have access 

to communal and the household books that were suitable and age appropriate, and in all the 

foster placements interviewed there were plenty of comics read. It was usual practice to 

share books with the other children in the household.

Many children in foster placement share books.’

‘She must be prepared to share with others or take them to her room.’

There is a reading culture within most foster homes.

‘I buy him comics.’

‘We read books.’
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Some of the children would only read reference books such as computer books, or books that 
had a particular interest for the child.

‘Mine likes to read reference books. He likes to show me what he’s reading.’

‘It’s mostly computer books now.’

It appears that comics may replace books as the main reading material and may account for 

the fact that some foster placements had children who, perhaps not owning their own books, 

were still reading comics and other reading material. Perhaps the choice is to read and own 

comics and magazines rather than books nowadays.

There are exceptions to the way carers’ value book-reading. Two respondents argued thus: 

‘We have too many tasks already.’

‘Some parents don’t buy books, so it follows some carers won’t.’

These respondents were signifying that book buying or ownership was not an important issue 
for them.

‘I am not a reader and don’t read, but I buy comics.’

Two other respondents said:

‘I do a bit of reading,’

‘I do no reading.’

One carer did not read stories at bedtime. She felt that stories worried children before they 

went to sleep. ‘Never had one yet who’s had a bedtime story. They must have something 

nice in head rather than worrying.’ It was difficult to appreciate the logic of this remark and I 

commented that not all bedtime stories left bad thoughts.

Foster children did not bring books with them to the placement.

When bringing books to the placement the responses were different again.
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‘If they have a book it’s probably because they came straight from school.’

‘Most children come without a pair of drawers. I can actually say though, that he 
came with all his toys and books, but most come with nothing.’

‘Probably books weren’t important. Didn’t have treasured books or the carer didn’t 
give it a high criteria. ’

‘They never came with any but they possibly had books at home. When they come 
from another carer they might have books, yes, but not from parents.’

‘It is more likely children will bring books from another foster home than straight 
from home.’

‘It makes a difference if a child comes straight from home as to whether they bring 
books. It’s not common practice to bring books from home.’

It was claimed by the foster carers that many children came with nothing at all, not even 

clothes.

‘Quite often parents won’t part with anything. That’s the mentality of the people 
you’re dealing with. Instead of thinking what can the children take so they have 
their own bits and bobs around them, they are more likely to say, “Up yours!
You’re looking after them now,” and send them in with nothing. ’

Children might not bring books with them into the placement from home or even from 

another placement; nevertheless, the respondents generally accepted that if children did have 

books bought for them they would then leave with them.

‘They’ve always left with books or at least their favourites.’

‘I give them books from here.’

‘My child was eight months in the previous placement and never brought any books 
but lots of clothes.’

Most carers, however, did appreciate the importance of book ownership.

They don’t come with books, but I buy them.’

‘Well, they always leave with books, but none came with them.’
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Foster carers felt they were not responsible for initiating reading events.

In most of the homes in my sample there did appear to be a book culture, even though a 

small minority felt it was not within their remit to encourage reading, or to read with, or to, 

their Looked After children.

I asked respondents what might be the reason for this?

‘Role and responsibility is reflected in training and payment.’

‘I know some foster carers do it for the money and feed and clothe them, but that’s 
all.’

‘It isn’t their job.’

‘I suppose some carers see toys as important, but not books. Don’t see books as 
being relevant.’

‘Will buy lots of toys but give no thought to buying books.’

I asked one respondent why some carers would feel this way:

‘This is shrugging off their responsibilities if they [carers] don’t do it. You have to 
separate development from just caring, from just meeting just the basic needs. 
Responsibility is separated. It becomes a dirty word.’

Another respondent asked, ‘Wasn’t it a natural thing to do?’ and added that it is the quality 

of care offered. ‘If you have too many children, then there is less attention given. ’

On four separate occasions my respondents reiterated that responsibility or lack of 

responsibility for initiating reading events was closely related to carers’ own perception of 

how they viewed themselves:

‘If they felt they had an educating role, then the responsibility would certainly be 
theirs, but if it was not, then it would not be down to them to perform that role.’

‘I suppose if it isn’t their child, it’s not their responsibility.’

This was a very interesting finding and again pointed to the roles carers assigned to 

themselves.
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‘It depends on the motivation of why they [carers] foster in the first place.’

‘Some carers don’t like reading.’

‘If they have no confidence and then they have to read to a child, they won’t want 
to.’

‘Carers have to do a professional job.’

Others felt the responsibility belonged to the school and did not see it as their role to 

encourage reading:

‘It’s all to do with perception of role. For some foster carers, book reading is not 
their role.’

‘It depends on the degree of attachment what you do.’

The same two respondents who felt buying or owning books was not that important were not 

surprised by the finding that some carers felt it was not their duty to encourage reading or to 

share reading events,

‘In a normal family it isn’t. Why should carers when natural parents don’t?’

The other one said, ‘There is the library and other ways to access books and they destroy 
them.’

Others stated:

‘Not all carers read to children but might be forced to do so now.’

‘If it’s just a job then they won’t feel it’s their duty to read with them.’

‘Some carers would feel it is the responsibility of the school to provide them and 
will not feel they have a responsibility - in the same way that some parents don’t.’

‘The caring task only is emphasised in training.’

The importance of reading, of story telling and sharing storybooks in the home is now 

undisputed, as is the beneficial effect of experiencing the close, personal interaction of an 

interested adult. Being read to is the bedrock from which a love of reading can be 

engendered.
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‘We look at books all the time.’

‘I never read except bedtime stories.’

‘They have their own [books] in their bedrooms but lots of books down here. Look, 
there are videos and computer games. ’

In this last carer’s home the place was awash with books, games and videos.

Home literacy development is one of the first foundation stones of learning and the carer (or 

parent) the most influential teacher of it; therefore, being placed with families who value 

education (and reading) can have a stimulating effect on children who may be unmotivated. 

All carers must know it is their duty to make sure reading events happen.

‘I suppose the use of the computer has cut down the need to read books.’

‘The computer changed it for everyone.’

The computer will be a welcome addition, although it is not something that replaces the 

value of book reading.

Research shows that children need a stimulating, interactive, literate environment, and, 

although carers in this study provide this environment to an extent, knowledge and skills are 

also needed to initiate literacy opportunities and awareness of what more can be achieved.

‘Foster carers must have a value in education. They believe in education for their 
own kids. You have to value education.’

‘It’s no good just believing in the children. ..we have to believe in education too.’

This recognition does not appear to be presenting at institutional and government levels 

either. ‘We get no funds for books; we have to buy it all.’ This lack of provision will not 

motivate unmotivated carers to encourage reading opportunities.

One respondent claimed that social service staff would focus on books if it is seen as 

politically correct to do so. ‘I had a child whose family came from Afghanistan. The 

independent reviewing officer came and said I had to have books on Afghanistan, cultural 

books for him. Where the hell can I get those books suitable for a two and a half year old?’ I
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asked if this officer had given this respondent any book outlets that might have such books 

and was told, ‘He only ordered that I got them and that was that. There aren’t any picture 

books about Afghanistan. [The child] does have his own books though, and there are 

communal books in the lounge. ’

... ways of taking from the printed word and 
using knowledge are interdependent with the ways 
children learn to talk in their social interactions 
with caregivers. Ways of taking from books are as much 
a part of learned behaviour as are ways of eating, sitting, 
playing games, and building houses.

S.B. Heath (1982:49)

Reading and writing opportunities were in many cases as much a part of the home as the 

television and the other furniture. ‘We read; we play games. I buy books for the children and 

they take them away with them. I think books are wonderful and I am always saddened by 

the careless attitude that children seem to hold for books. My own treasured books are ripped 

and fought over.’ All carers have to be more compassionate towards literacy development 

and become more intuitive and responsive. This compassionate attitude is one that I detect is 

slowly happening, especially for those carers who see education as being the vehicle to 

improve the life chances for this group of children.

Specialist books and Life Story Work

The Choice Protects Fund is to improve the fostering services and some ‘can be used to help 

foster carers to support children’s education’ (SEU Report 2003). Yet not all of the 

respondents in the interviews were familiar with current funding streams and were surprised 

that any was to be used to improve fostering services, particularly to support children’s 

education. They were not aware that some of the money should be set aside to improve the 

training and provision for carers. There was no policy in place in any of the authorities or 

agencies that recommended or advised carers on how to access funds, or even to purchase 

books.

Extra funding was seen as no use to carers if they cannot ‘support children’s education’ 

through the provision of suitable books, etc. ‘We are not aware of anything, of any money 

floating about. What can we draw? I know there are funds out there, but nobody knows how

194



to get them.’ None of my respondents were aware that funding was also available to draw on, 

via the local authority, for outdoors or leisure pursuits, but one respondent asserted that, ‘All 

my children have the same chances, no matter what the cost, ’ even if she had to pay for it out 

of her own resources - which many of them did.

Specialist books

When my survey findings became known, I sought to look at the specific value certain books 

would have for Looked After children, and indeed, for their carers too I realized, to help 

develop his or her practice. I developed this theme in greater depth with my interview 

respondents. Why was there an absence of essential reference and specialist reading books in 

the home? Could I be placing undue emphasis on the importance of them in addition to my 

concerns that provision for out-of-school pursuits was not being met by the state? These 

questions and the neglected practice of Life Story Work led me to explore more fully the 

value of all these practices. Given the focus on reading standards and book projects within 

the home, coupled with the continuing underachievement of Looked After children, it 

appears that nothing was being done to equip the foster placement.

My findings show that the value of specialist books is not recognised by many of the carers 

or the placing agencies. The difficulty then, is that funding is not made readily available, 

although it would appear that independent agencies take into account the extra funds needed 

for provisions such as books and pay carers accordingly.

‘We are well paid and any extras covers cost.’

‘Agency takes into account extra funds needed.’

There is a poor perception by local authorities and agencies of the importance of specialist 

books, and a lack of knowledge by carers of funding streams. This is because there has been 

no importance placed on book provision during training sessions, and most carers from local 

authorities did not even realize that such books existed. Only one respondent stated that she 

knew of such books: Finding a family, Separation, Contact and Adoption (See appendix 4). 

This lady worked for an independent fostering agency, but others only had a vague 

awareness of their existence. Local authorities appear to be less informative or forthcoming 

when it comes to advising about book buying.
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Having access to books that can help a child understand their unique situation could be 

essential for building a sense of identity and resilience for coping with their experiences. 

Reference books for adults would increase the carers’ knowledge of the range of experiences 

these children undergo and enable them to learn strategies and techniques, which they can 

refer to when difficulties present themselves. Specialist books for both the child and the carer 

can only increase the understanding of the needs of Looked After children.

‘They send out edicts to get them, but no information on where to get them.’

‘No allowance for books or toys, just a clothing allowance.’

‘Comes in clothing allowance.’

‘Nothing for books, only clothes, travel and hygiene.’

Books in the home literacy library that could help a child make sense of his or her foster care 

experiences have to be bought by the carer if they want to obtain them. Reference books that 

a carer could refer to, to develop their understanding of a specific need or problem a child 

may present, have usually to be bought by the carer.

‘Never had advice about any special books.’

‘Got to buy it all; no funds for books.’

‘We have to buy them ourselves from the association.’

‘Haven’t got any specialist books.’

Because of the poor response to the use of such books, I asked if they had any real value and 

did carers really appreciate their importance? ‘Yes,’ replied one respondent, ‘there is, to look 

back on and for identity, and they do have a value.’

Other respondents agreed:

‘Going to a book helps as well with difficult questions or situations.’

‘I think they should be in the home. A book can explain what I can’t.’

‘Have to have books that deal with emotional baggage.’
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But other respondents were not so certain,

‘They are valuable to a degree.’

‘They are inappropriate for some children.’

The overall impression given by the respondents was that specialist books were a good idea 

to have in the home, but there was little knowledge of what they were or where they could be 

purchased. Carers did have an awareness of their importance, but that was all, and there was 

not much effort made to stock the home library shelf. One respondent felt vaguely that she 

had been made aware of specialist and reference books dealing with the complex issues of 

being Looked After, but had not purchased any. Other respondents felt the same. ‘We are 

encouraged to buy them, but social services do not fund them. ’ This remark was the same 

from most of the respondents.

‘I get no advice on what to have and get nothing. ’

It depends on child; it’s an individual thing.’

‘I can borrow books from the office.’

‘They should give us a range of books, but they don’t.’

This last respondent agreed that extra allowances should be given for buying books, but cited 

an example of how extra allowances are used. She felt that valuable resources were not going 

into mainstream services, but into more specialist services. ‘Brazilian child is given a 

translator. Do you know the cost? ’

‘Why weren’t authorities providing carers with a range of books to help these children to 

make sense of their experiences?’ I asked.

‘Fostering has never been a service with a lot of money, and it has never 
encouraged carers to spend with the hope of being reimbursed.’

‘Books were items that would have been included in the equipment that the carer 
bought for their home. ’

‘There are books published these days which cover subjects that are within the 
fostering remit, but, if authorities cannot help with ordinary books, there is no 
chance of getting reference ones.’
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‘Some of those which relate to fostering would be great.’

It is through fostering associations or family centres that resources like reference or specialist 

books can be bought or loaned. Two respondents belong to an association, and it is through 

this avenue that they are able to borrow books or other learning and teaching aids. The centre 

acquires the books through various funding bodies or charitable organisations and they are 

then loaned out to members through a loan-library scheme.

‘The ranges of books have been hit and miss.’

‘Previously books were a rarity and only available via social workers.’

‘In my experience books are out of date, too technical, and too difficult to 
understand. Books for Looked After children are non-existent and public libraries 
were the same. ’

‘Recently the local library service have been involved with the association, giving 
talks and presentations, and advising about appropriate books.’

‘Carers should be willing to invest in their leisure time as well as educational in order to 

learn self-control and discipline, but resources are not a bottomless pit. Invest in your 

pleasure!’ This respondent had no specific books on fostering (or fostering stories) in her 

home, but she regularly goes to the library and chooses books with the children, nor did she 

need to be told to take them to the museum, etc. ‘Carers have to be child-centred, not school 

centred, in how they support their child’s educational needs.’ She had bought a variety of 

children’s books and this came out of the allowance. Another respondent, who had worked 

for more than one local authority, claimed there were usually no toy libraries unless a carer 

instigated it, and, which she argued, should be available for every carer to access in every 

locality. Another respondent claimed, ‘There’s a £37 settling-in grant, but you have to ask 

for it. Sometimes it’s not given and I didn’t get it.

Life story work

Children of the state need to read books or use materials that would help them identify with 

their unique situation, and carers needed reference books to develop their understanding of 

the children’s situation. This may be particularly relevant to the development of Life Story 

Work.
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‘All agency carers have opportunity to do Life Story Work.’

‘It’s mandatory to attend course.’

‘We’ve had training on it.’

‘We are expected to attend Life Story Work eventually.’

‘Did Life Story Work from own impetus.’

One respondent scoffed at the idea of her foster child having a Life Story Book. I asked why 

the child had not begun one since he was now accumulating information and artefacts about 

all aspects of his life while in her care. ‘Been in care for three months and no decision 

made... nothing started because mum thought she was having him back.... ’ This respondent 

also mentioned that reviews were not always taken during out-of-school time, and this again, 

she pointed out, reflected the lackadaisical approach to putting a child’s interests first when 

setting in place procedures and processes for meeting his needs. ‘Most of the ones [reviews] 

I have been to, have definitely been before 4 o’clock. They don’t care; they haven’t got to 

miss school. ’

‘All carers have opportunity to do Life Story Work, but they are not expected to do it straight 

away - but eventually.’ One respondent’s youngest foster child did not come with a Life 

Story Book and was doing it now with her social worker and the foster carer. She was 

building up a memory box and a scrapbook of things they have gathered while the child is 

with her. This carer described how a Life Story Book has to be ‘a working tool to keep 

memories alive.’ She also mentioned that regular hobbies were not funded, but the new 

agency that she now worked for had provision for reflexology, art therapy and aromatherapy.

The children in one respondent’s charge had enjoyed a range of activities, and she had stated 

that she was ‘very well paid anyway because experience and qualifications count.’ She added 

that she could afford to do everything they wanted to do, but identified that appropriate 

training had to be given to carers on the use of Life Story Book because of the risk entailed 

‘in opening up a can of worms.’ While it needed to be controlled, the work also had to be fun 

and the child had to be comfortable with it. This respondent’s agency had not instigated the 

work but, because of her background and knowledge, she had put it in place. She recognised 

that ‘children come with problems, multiple placements, disruptions.’ She had paid out of
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her own resources for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services for her troubled Looked 

After child.

It was in relation to the potential dangers of Life Story Work that another respondent stated: 

‘In the wrong hands this can be dangerous.’ Another said, ‘For some children or young 

people, Life Story Work wouldn’t be appropriate. Many wouldn’t want to do it.’ I was to 

learn that, because of the sensitivity of this kind of work, in some authorities the 

responsibility for conducting it rested solely on the social worker, while it was the role of the 

carer to gather the information and materials such as photographs and mementos of specific 

events and experiences. It was then the role of the social worker to work with the memories 

and artefacts to explore in greater depth the feelings behind the events and experiences. It 

appears there are differing perceptions when describing this work, and, depending on who is 

conducting the work, the depth to which it is explored.

Life Story Work is already in place for many carers, but it has yet to be a universal practice, 

and not only undertaken by social workers; otherwise, we are claiming that social workers 

are more skilful in this area than the foster carer. This type of work could be incorporated 

within a broader writing paradigm in the foster home. Writing, through the use of Life Story 

Work, other writing opportunities and with the active participation of an interested adult, can 

lift the habitual defences that hurt children can build. Creative writing, telling tales and 

listening to fairy stories can give expression to unconscious and hidden thoughts in a safe, 

nurturing environment. Reading books, especially designed for children in care, can provide 

a channel to learn about their strengths and what needs to be worked through. Through this 

means, the knowledge that children and young people are able to acquire helps them to 

identify with others in the same situation, and gain comfort that they are not alone.

Children in public care have a great deal of emotional investment in the experiences they 

have already had, and the experiences they continue to have. Fletcher (1997) identifies they 

receive little help with their feelings, or about the feelings that came from separation from 

their birth families. She recognises they have to cope with significant losses, including their 

identity, and have to live with unpredictability and uncertainty.

My findings become especially significant since the latest report from a major children’s 

mental health charity Young Minds showed a dramatic increase in the mental disorders of
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this group. It also showed that strengthening resilience through outdoor and leisure pursuits 

could actually help to reduce and combat problems of poor mental health. ‘Nearly a quarter 

of adolescents looked after by local authorities could be suffering from major depressive 

disorders,’ Collyer (2002:6). ‘A high proportion of looked after children have extensive 

mental health needs,’ Ward e ta l (2003:9).

An article in the Young Minds magazine, June 2003, described how GP’s were now 

prescribing books to patients suffering from mental distress that enabled them to read about 

topics relating directly to their experiences. This scheme could be extended to young people 

in care if the scheme proves successful. Slowly, as funds are becoming available, other 

therapeutic initiatives are springing up. A London fostering agency plans to train carers in 

dealing with traumatised children, because, it argues, ‘Carers, who are with the child 24 

hours a day, are better able to heal children than a once-a-week therapist.’ {Foster Care, 

2003, issues 113). This supports my assertion that carers could be equipped to undertake 

fully the task of Life Story Work.

Carers could be equipped and highly trained to support Life Story Work, not as therapist or 

teacher, but to aid all internal expression that is indirect and does not exacerbate existing 

difficulties. Reading and writing within the known literacy practices of the home, 

encouraging personal stories and deeper self-knowledge, allowing exploration of feelings in 

a safe non-threatening environment: all these may allow children to cope better with the 

rigours of school and life in general.

Extra allowances

Involvement (in out-of-school activities) can also encourage 
young people who have experienced problems at school 
to re-engage with learning.

SEU Report (2003)

Gilligan (2000) showed that leisure activities actively promoted the development of 

resilience. There are plenty of ‘out of school’ leisure pursuits being enjoyed by the children 

in the foster placements sampled, but they are not suitably funded and usually come out of a
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fostering allowance, or the carers’ own money. ‘If there is anything on offer then you have to 

wait months and months and months. ’

‘I wanted to take X to Turkey, but local authority said he’d have to go 
home to birth parents instead.’

I had asked this respondent if she could draw on any funds for leisure pursuits or specialist 

help and resources. ‘I waited over a year for CAMHS for X. Thought about getting X art 

therapy, but they wouldn’t cough up. Then they were going to remove him, because 

financially it was more viable to send him home. It’s a non-profit organisation so it might be 

money related. I even got the Children’s Director involved ’ Any expenses incurred through 

leisure pursuits are incorporated in the fostering allowance, including expensive holidays. 

Another respondent stated that her agency would not pay for extra resources for the child, 

even when asked for. ‘The extra income that agencies pay takes these extra expenses into 

account.

‘They [LA] would also fund one-off activities or course.’

‘In LA’s they withdraw their support too quickly and any request has to be put in 
early. ’

One respondent described the leaving care policies and how, with the Leaving Care Act 

2000, things might now improve. ‘All foster children need support into adulthood and 

beyond. Monetary decisions are not always in the best interests of the child and LA’s are 

quite upfront about it.’

Other respondents offered the following:

‘Out of school activities very often are more expensive.’

‘We have approached the LA about this, but generally it has been found out of 
allowance or our own pockets.’

‘Holiday allowance is another issue as on occasions it’s totally inadequate. ’

If a carer belongs to an association there is often petty cash carers can draw from. Many 

LA’s will pay for a one-off activity. ‘It’s true to an extent [no extra allowances available] but 

my LA sometimes pays for out-of-school activities.’
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Interviewer: ‘What about extra allowances?’ I asked another respondent.

Respondent: On a day-to-day basis it is best to assume that everything a child wishes to do 

comes out of the fostering allowance.’

Another respondent: ‘It is only on rare occasions that extra money would be available and 

certainly not on a regular basis.’

Information sharing

‘It is true that important documents related to supporting education are not being distributed.’ 

It was difficult for another participant to find information about the health and educational 

needs of the children who came into her care. She didn’t receive comprehensive information 

from her LA, but she was able to get more general information about fostering issues through 

her fostering association. If a foster carer does not receive regular bulletins from the placing 

agency or local authority, s/he cannot keep pace with new developments in practice. It also 

sends out the message that s/he does not need to share information, or is in any position to 

receive important documents related to education.

Carers stated:

‘It’s the link worker’s responsibility to tell us what is going on. She’s the one who 
oversees everything, to call if we need help.’

‘They don’t want your opinion or ask for it.’

‘Don’t want to discuss what I’m saying. I’m just the carer.’

It was because of this distrust between the social workers and carers that the sharing of 

information or the circulation of educational documents was prevented.

‘I got some leaflets and X gets a magazine. I haven’t seen any of those. ’ This carer was 

referring to a range of books I had brought with me that were specifically written for Looked 

After children. The books, guides and circulars were ones that had been published 

specifically for foster carers to advise them of the contribution they could make to raise the 

educational achievement of their fostered children.

In an effort to find out why so many carers had no knowledge of the literature I was showing 

them, I contacted the organisations concerned to find out about their distribution methods.
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The Fostering Network, who published the leaflet Education, a guide fo r foster carers, told 

me the guide had been published in 1996 under the Fostering Network’s Signpost Series, but 

it was now unavailable, being updated, and the new publication date was unknown. They 

informed me that all new publications are usually advertised on the website or in their 

magazine, and then it was up to readers to purchase them. Alternatively, some fostering 

agencies may have a policy whereby they purchase the guides on carers’ behalf, with 

responsibility to distribute them. The informant also told me that, whenever a legal change in 

fostering policy occurred, they usually updated the information and sent it directly to their 

members, since, she stated, it would have a significant impact on carers. This organisation 

obviously felt that a guide appertaining to education would not carry the same impact; 

therefore, it would not be distributed free of charge to their members. By 2006 the new, 

updated version of the booklet had still not been published.

The Who Care? Trust, a national charity that seeks to improve the conditions for children 

and young people in care, publishes and distributes the Who Cares? Magazine, and the Who 

cares? About Education, an educational action guide for young people. The Trust told me 

that local authorities subscribe to the magazine and then distribute it. The Trust cannot do 

this directly due to Data Protection legislation. The Who Cares? Education guide is a free 

publication that can be obtained directly from the charity or from The Department of Health, 

and can be ordered in large quantities. Although it is not regularly distributed, they told me, 

it is easily available, but that it is down to local authorities or independent agencies to 

request the items.

I sent an email to the Department of Health to ask the same question about distribution of 

their guide: Education Protects: Summary fo r Foster Carers. I received a reply a month 

later. The Senior Communications Manager informed me that one hundred and twenty-five 

copies of the booklet were sent to all Directors of Social Services in England, with a circular 

for onward distribution to carers. There was provision for further supplies to be requested. 

The National Literacy Association, who publishes Breaking their fall, did not reply to my 

enquiry.
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A respondent identified gaping holes in the sharing of information (which matched my own 

findings) and stated that information passed on depended on each circumstance and the 

knowledge available at the time.

‘Obviously there are huge holes in the information and a lot of guesswork when 
information is lacking. Some information gleaned comes from the child, which 
totally inappropriate.’

‘If a child is unable to communicate it is, and can be, a minefield. How this can be 
remedied and improved is an enigma. ’

‘As a childminder I get loads of information; as a foster carer I get none.’

The circulation of literature concerning the education of Looked After children is still scant 

even when the fostering agency is a private one. Both my survey results and interviews 

revealed that important documents are not being cascaded down to the key worker. One carer 

scrutinised the books, reports, leaflets and guides that I had brought to the interview and told 

me she had not seen any of the literature on any of the educational projects until today. She 

stated that she tries to gain an insight into the children’s behaviour and the reasons for it, but 

information is difficult to obtain and training does not cover it. ‘I give child-focused training. 

If you can understand the underlying reasons for behaviour you can forgive it.’ She felt this 

was the type of information that should be circulated in addition to other childcare concerns 

and initiatives.

A more positive reply came from one respondent who told me that on most occasions she 

received the information she required about the Care/Education plan(s), and was always kept 

fully informed of any changes to the health and educational needs of the child. I wondered if 

this good state of affairs existed because she fostered babies, and it was vital that information 

was shared by all parties to prevent any risks being taken. Another respondent, who tried to 

reassure me that sharing information effectively might actually be happening, remarked, 

‘These days information is shared. At one time information was scarce, but now things are 

better, although this could depend on the social worker allocated to the case.’

Some responses were less positive. Other respondents told me that sharing information and 

receiving important documents relating to the needs of the child (not just educational needs) 

was still ad hoc and still needed to be greatly improved. ‘I get books through my own

205



instigation like My Book About M e... fostering and adoption books... talk about books like 

family splits. ’ This respondent went on to say that her borough ‘had a well resourced Basic 

Skills unit’ but complained that distribution of resources was at the wrong ends: more 

resources going to adults than children, who needed it most. ‘Information and resources are 

not distributed as the norm.’

The entitlement of the Looked After child to have access to the best educational chances that 

we can give him or her could be sabotaged if they do not have access to a range of published 

resources. My findings showed that the majority of my sample had not received (or known 

about) a range of educational documents specifically written to enable carers to help in the 

raising of educational achievement. Although foster carers are ably providing an 

environment that is conducive to learning, their task is not being made easy because 

important information and resources are being withheld. Perceptions and ingrained attitudes 

are hard to change, and it would appear that carers are not perceived as equal partners in the 

caring task; therefore, are not entitled to (or kept up to date with) current research or given 

guidance, on what resources are available.

Children’s Rights is enshrined in the Children Act 1989. Children are active in the decision 

making process, participating in the choices that need to be made. Their views are now 

considered, but they are not fully furnished with all that is around to really empower them. 

The argument for ‘joined-up’ services has always been in the forefront of political debate, 

and it was Fletcher (1990), amongst others, who explored the fractures in working 

relationships between departments and agencies. Lack of active collaboration was a finding 

that accounted for one for the reasons for educational underachievement of Looked After 

children in the first place. The infrastructure of social service departments does appear to be 

improving, but a direct channel to the carer and, more importantly, to the Looked After child, 

still seems to be blocked.

Dissemination and sharing of information is in short supply. It would appear that important 

documents written specifically for certain groups are not being circulated. There seems to be 

differentiation between those who receive publications and those who do not. For example, 

the document Believe in me, published to assist designated teachers to help and chart the 

educational pathway of Looked After children in school, had a very wide circulation; in fact,
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there was a concerted effort to ensure that every designated teacher received one, but the 

same effort is not made to ensure that carers receive the publications earmarked for them.

McCurry (1999:20) identifies how ‘often social services don’t have the same software, don’t 

have the same information, and don’t share data.’ There does appear within agencies to be 

improvement in collaboration, but the dissemination of information, action guides, current 

research findings and circulars are not reaching the carer at the grassroots level. A small but 

significant observation occurred on two occasions during the course of this research that 

showed sharing of information is not even happening within the same office. On these 

occasions another had opened post I had addressed to a specific person, but the information 

within had not been relayed, and only after much searching were the documents unearthed. 

On another occasion, a letter I had written had done the rounds through many departments, 

before finally arriving some weeks later for the intended recipient. This is perhaps an 

indicator of the way the sharing of vital information that would increase the knowledge base 

of the carer for improving and promoting educational opportunity is lost.

Commentary and summary

The home is the seat of all future successful learning (Wade and Moore 1996). The 

opportunities and some practices for developing literacy are slowly evolving in the foster 

placement by some enlightened individuals, but much more could be done in order for all 

carers to contribute fully to the educational success of their Looked After children.

There is certainly much development occurring in the foster placement, but the fundamental 

perception, attitude and the general poor belief that some foster have in the contribution they 

can make at home, and in relation to the school, will continue to make change difficult. The 

perception of their role is clearly tied up with their own notion of competence, and what they 

believe their role to be. Although some carers do have a heightened awareness of the 

importance of supporting education, there are others who still see this aspect as ‘providing 

toys’ only and not as a contribution they can make in their own right. There was a fear 

amongst these foster carers that they might not be able to meet the challenges of an 

educational role.
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Carers who see they have a role to play in supporting education, but no more than helping 

with homework and teaching life skills held this perception of role: namely, although they do 

provide literacy opportunities, they do not feel it is part of their fostering remit. This 

perception of role is also influenced by the carer’s own educational accomplishments. It was 

found that the higher a carer was educated, the more rigorous they wanted the training to be. 

This was because they were more confident in their own abilities to undertake it, but what 

the less educated lacked in paper qualifications was usually made up by being enthusiastic, 

interested and motivated in helping their Looked After children. This means that all carers 

have a valuable contribution to make, and now training needs require that a course of study 

is found that reflects the skills and knowledge carers can acquire, and meets the learning 

needs of all carers, well or less well educated.

Those who have the greatest influence on a vulnerable child appear to have the least training 

of any other ‘professional’ body. If the educating role of the carer is not made explicit at the 

recruitment stage, and is not reinforced in training, it is to be expected they are not aware of 

their own potential in this area. It does appear, however, that the standard of education of 

carers is getting higher, and most of the foster carers in the sample had kept their knowledge 

current by attending regular training sessions and workshops.

Despite this dual perception of their educating role, books are read, books are shared and 

books are bought. Also provided are writing materials, comics and magazines, although a 

small number of children did not own their own books. Additionally, although forty-six 

carers felt a responsibility for providing reading and writing materials, and forty-two were 

involved in reading activities, twenty carers said they did not have a duty to promote reading 

activities. More opportunities could have been made through Life Story Work and reading 

specialist books in order for children to identify with their situation and to make sense of 

their experiences: to develop a sense of belonging.

Education does have a value in the foster placement, but my findings indicate that the carers’ 

educating role is not clearly defined, especially for those carers who work for local 

authorities.

‘Basically, it’s about changing attitudes.’
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‘There should be better collaboration between social services and education.’

‘The status and role has to change.’

The actions and the perception of the carers’ roles therefore appear to rest on how the social 

worker perceives the carers specific role and the expectation of the placing agency and its 

personnel. If one of the agency protocols is to support education at home, carers see it as 

their duty to do this. Where agencies believe the carer’s role is to promote learning 

opportunities, they expect carers to do more than merely assist with homework and see their 

role as an extension of the school, but also to act as equal partners with teachers.

Financial constraints can be involved. ‘Decisions are made that are driven by financial 

imperatives and we are unlikely to be consulted.’ Many carers promoted negative images of 

other carers, which does not help to promote a united front. ‘I do know foster carers who do 

it just for the money, that’s all.’ This type of remark was made on several occasions. Carers 

have very differing views, even towards each other, and they are not always supportive or 

protective of their colleagues.

Even though all carers in my sample had received in-service training and some held 

accredited qualifications, some carers felt the initial induction training was quite sufficient. 

However, the current training opportunities do not equip them with the skills and knowledge 

that would raise their awareness of how they could promote literacy opportunities in the 

home. At the Government and institutional levels, their contribution to raising the 

educational level of this group is still not being recognised and continues to be undervalued.

I discovered that many carers felt the NVQ in Caring for Children and Young People a 

complete waste of time. Some carers are too busy to attend training courses. It could be 

argued, therefore, that a thorough training should be substantial at the recruitment stage and 

any further workshops or training courses would have more to do with personal and 

professional development, rather than being seen as filling in gaps in knowledge once a carer 

is registered and practising.

For the carer, the perception of the fostering role to support education in the home appears to 

be three-fold: if supporting education was a task, and the expectation of it was imposed by
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the placing agency, this task would therefore have to be performed by them. ‘If carers feel 

they have an educating role, then they will do more.’ ‘Some local authorities treat their 

carers very much as volunteers.’

If carers believed it was their responsibility to perform an educating role, even though their 

specific agency was not actually encouraging them to fulfil this role, then they would 

perform it, with or without training. If the carer perceived a loss of status from the 

organisation in which they worked, irrespective of whether they held good qualifications, 

they were less self-assured in stating one of their roles to be an educational one, even though 

they still performed this role.

It seems likely that carers will only see themselves as equal partners when they feel truly 

professional, and are paid for their knowledge and expertise. Other agencies too, such as 

schools, contribute towards sustaining attitudes and preconceived ideas about the role of the 

foster carer. This is not helped by low expectations of Looked After children. Although 

carers recognised their contribution to literacy development and felt equipped to support 

their foster children educationally in various ways as part of their fostering role, many felt 

their main responsibility was to support the school instead of valuing their own contributions 

in their own right. However, it should be noted that most of the liaison with the school 

continues to be centred on behaviour problems rather than on educational issues. This 

perception was different for carers who were highly educated. Significantly, those carers 

who worked for independent fostering agencies saw themselves as having more of an 

educational role in relation to literacy development, and this was because of the greater 

expectation placed on them by agencies.

Many carers who worked for local authorities perceived their educational role as more 

related to the teaching of life skills, although there was a merging of views if the local 

authority carer was highly educated; crucially, it was belief in their own ability to perform 

this role and not whether they worked for a local authority or independent agency. Two 

additional factors could help to raise the achievement of Looked After children: firstly a 

belief in carers by social workers and teachers and by the agencies carers works for; and 

secondly, that carers have the training that will allow them to command the same status as 

other professional workers. The recognition of the carers’ educating role also waits to be
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acknowledged by this government, for as David Bell, Chief Inspector of the watchdog, 

OFSTED, asserts:

teaching must start in the home. Parents need to 
get involved in children’s learning rather than leave 
it all up to the school.

Daily Mail: (5th February 2004; 39).
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CHAPTER 7

GENERAL DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The traditional ways of delivering foster care 
do not adequately meet children’s needs.

Fostering for the Future 2002:3

Now is the time to generate a discussion based on my research findings and to assess the 

policy implications arising from them. This chapter allows me to explore further the 

development of literacy in the foster placement and to determine if the principal carers of 

Looked After children are pivotal in this development. After all, research as early as 1964 

showed the significant effects of parental interest on later school attainment (J.W.B Douglas 

1964). It was surprising; therefore, it was predominantly the school that was focused on to 

improve the situation, and not the foster placement, when the present government set about 

improving matters for this group in the late 1990’s. In 1986, Rutter found that by having at 

least one significant person throughout childhood made a substantial difference to the life 

chances of a Looked After child, so again it was surprising that it was the designated teacher 

in school who was seen as the person to change things and not the significant carer of the 

child.

In this chapter I determine what more foster carers can do to support education in addition to 

improving their own development and raising their professional game, for my results show 

that carers have to develop their own literacy too. This includes the type of training that is 

actually required to carry out the fostering task professionally. I also put forward 

recommendations for Good Practice. The recommendations have evolved as a result of my 

own findings and from reading extensively around the key issues that have emerged. My 

respondents have also been given the opportunity to speak out. It is my hope that policy 

makers will take notice. (Again, there may be an overlap of responses in different sub

sections due to similar responses by different respondents at different times and in different 

contexts)

212



The recommendations from other research projects are also included. They are seen as 

necessary and important, but they do not appear to have been implemented. This does not 

help me to feel confident that any notice is going to be taken of my own. Bald et al. 

(1995:34) recommendations have not been implemented. He recommended that local 

authorities should give children opportunities to choose and buy books on a regular basis and 

to encourage Looked After children to become regular users of the library. ‘As part of their 

role as “good parent” in relation to the education of young people, local authorities should 

take active steps to promote literacy and encourage reading.’ He went on to suggest that all 

new social workers and carers should be aware of the importance of literacy and that ‘local 

authorities should provide training and guidance in providing support for reading.’

The Equal Chances Project (1999) wanted local authorities to adopt a policy where they 

provided a range of books in each placement, and encouraged library use and book buying. 

The project recommended that children should undergo a baseline assessment to gauge what 

extra and appropriate resources could be put in place that would also include the 

implementation of ‘catch up’ schemes. It seems only the provision of the designated teacher 

is in place.

The Code of Practice (1999) called for the status of carers to rise, and it has not. The Right to 

Read (2000:2-3) recommendations stated that ‘Local authorities must demonstrate their 

commitment to the value and importance of accessing books in the home’, arguing for a 

centralised strategy for children to have books of their own in order to improve access and 

literacy. This has yet to be common practice, and, nearly six years after the project 

recommendations were made, we are still waiting for this to happen.

Morris (2000:54) asks, ‘What gets in the way of getting the most out of their [Looked After 

children’s] education?’ I have already identified the contribution carers are making to the 

education of their Looked After children, and now we have to assess how their contribution 

can be improved by identifying the factors that would impede or promote progress in this 

area. I can now identify three overarching concerns that could create barriers to 

strengthening this aspect of the fostering service: namely, that of developing literacy in the 

foster placement.
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• Barriers to changing the role and professional status of carers in their role as

potential educators are created at the institutional and government levels.

• Cultural, social and emotional influences may inhibit the development of literacy in 

the foster placement.

• The perception of the carer has to change if they are to see themselves as equal

partners in raising the educational performance of their Looked After children.

Barriers to developing literacy in the foster placement

Local authorities should change the way that they view the role 
of the foster carer. I am certain that staff in many local authorities 
could be doing more to treat foster carers with respect and make 
greater use of their expert knowledge they have about the children 
in their care.

These were the remarks made by Jacqui Smith, as Health Minister, speaking at the Choice 

Protects conference in January 2003, and quoted in the Foster Care Magazine (issue 

113:2003:3) This was a common cry from my respondents who felt undermined and 

undervalued, and who felt that social workers gave little regard to the experience and 

knowledge they had about the children they cared for.

Judgements made about foster carers resemble those made 
about step-parents in reconstituted families.

Hill (1999:2)

Professionals who undertake to look after disadvantaged children, and who should be 

supporting the education of children in foster placement, need to change attitudes, remove 

pre-conceived ideas, and avoid stereotyping of other co-workers. This particularly concerns 

attitudes of social workers towards carers and between carers themselves. Social workers 

(and teachers) have yet to view foster as equal partners, and they view them even less as 

potential educators. Currently, the specific role of the carers in providing an educative 

environment within the home is seen as less important than supporting the school, and this 

needs to be addressed. This is not really surprising when their role is still based on the notion 

of voluntarism.
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It is important that perceptions change, because my research has shown that if social workers 

particularly value educational effort for themselves (as social workers) then the motivation of 

the carer in this area is promoted. There is, however, evidence that, in addition to not 

viewing carers as equal partners, social workers have little faith in the advancement of 

educational accomplishments of Looked After children too; accordingly, until they do, 

change will be slow.

It does not help matters when there appear to be two fostering services: one delivered by the 

local authority and the other by an independent agency. One of the other barriers to 

improving the educational role of the carer was the lack of status felt by them, especially 

those who worked for a local authority. Status within the organisation was fundamental to 

how carers viewed themselves and was affected if carers thought the job they were doing 

was less important than other co-workers. Many local authority carers claimed that their role 

in supporting education was not made explicit, if mentioned at all, while in the case of most 

independent agency workers it was.

The status of those who worked for an independent agency was raised because those 

agencies had a higher expectation of their carers and valued the work they did through 

providing appropriate training and remuneration. If some local authorities do not perceive 

their carers as equal partners, then the carer will not believe they have the same status as 

other co-workers, creating status differentials and undermining the way carers interact with 

them. If there were uniformity in working conditions and in the pre-requisites to become a 

foster carer, then the status would rise for all. Status differentials between co-professionals 

including teachers, seriously limits the ability to put Looked After children’s needs first.

I have identified how there can be difficulty accessing a school place and that schools have 

been reluctant to engage with the carer. It is also believed by carers in my sample that 

schools do not value the accomplishments of Looked After children, nor view the foster 

carer as a co-professional. Accordingly, it has been cited by my respondents that school 

personnel have been resistant in sharing information with the carer, or viewing them as 

interested parties who should be given such information, especially if it was perceived by the 

school that the carer was an educated professional like them. The teachers may have felt 

more secure in their own roles when they felt the role of the carer was merely to support 

education by the school. It could be that the presence of a highly educated carer threatens the
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status differential teachers may have deemed to exist between themselves and the foster 

carer.

School personnel may take the view that it is only they who have authority and knowledge 

when it comes to educational matters. Could it be that the school felt less threatened by those 

who perceived themselves as being a carer first and foremost? When confronted by a highly 

educated carer who now claims an equal partnership in the education of their Looked After 

child, school personnel may subconsciously retreat from the threat by conveying to the carers 

their presumed superiority.

Joint training has to be developed further, specifically exploring the contribution each 

member of the team (carer, social worker and teacher) can make to the educational success 

of this group. This would help to unify working relationships, in addition to learning how 

learning occurs for children and for themselves, and what creates barriers to learning, but my 

respondents identified a ‘them and us’ mentality between social workers and even between 

themselves.

All carers and other personnel must learn ways of developing literacy in the placement by 

utilising the materials of the home and acting as facilitators in this. This has to be taught, to 

be made explicit, because it cannot be taken for granted that carers already do this, or that 

social workers and teachers encourage it. Any literacy intervention that does not involve an 

interested adult will not raise literacy competency. This makes the role of the foster carer 

even more important in the development of literacy acquisition than the role of the social 

worker. Skill and knowledge alone is not enough. It is the motivation of all caregivers to 

want to help that is the key, and this has to be aroused in training. Therefore, it was 

unfortunate that the foster carers in my sample did not want to undergo an intensive thorough 

training programme that would bring them in line with the educational qualifications of other 

professionals: a profile that would enable them to extend and develop their practice, and help 

other professionals to perceive carers as partners.

All carers should be prepared to undergo a thorough initial training in order to practice (and 

before they practice) in the same way a teacher or social worker has to train before 

practicing. A common training for all eliminates the disparity between those who are highly 

qualified, who feel they need little further training, and those who feel they need no training
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at all other than a brief induction course, even though these carers may have no other 

relevant qualifications. It would also avoid the low uptake by carers for courses designed to 

broaden their knowledge, due to the difficulty of arranging alternative childcare. It should 

also be enshrined in policy that if a carer develops her own practice by undergoing further 

training, it should be common policy s/he will be rewarded for doing so. However, it has also 

to be recognised that training needs have to be suited to the different learning needs of 

carers.

The current two or three-tier system of training does not help the cause of the carer or make 

for a coherent service. The Utting recommendations and the subsequent National Standards 

were attempts to introduce unified trained personnel, a trained force that has expertise and is 

paid for their services. It has yet to happen. Doing a professional job demands a professional 

wage in addition to an allowance for the Looked After child.

The National Fostering Network recommends training for all carers, yet statement 8.14:30 of 

the Fostering for the Future Report (2002) revealed that ‘gaps or delays in completing annual 

reviews often hampered the training and development of foster carers. ’ The Department of 

Health funds courses leading to NVQ qualifications, yet many carers complain that the 

content is not really addressing what is needed. In-service training is given at local level and 

delivered by some carers in some authorities. This was felt by the carers themselves to be an 

encouraging development as it made the sessions more relaxed and less threatening. Many 

authorities ‘buy in’ training and independent training packages, and providers deliver them, 

but there should be one national unified training system, not an ad hoc, patch (and patched 

up) service by individual agencies and local authorities.

Cultural, social and emotional influences

Current thinking leads to a view of literacy as a social and cultural practice rather than as a 

set of discrete skills that must be learnt irrespective of the literacy context. There has been a 

shift from viewing literacy in isolation to one where the social and cultural ways of the 

family and community determine the way literacy is used (Comber and Cormack 1997). If 

we view literacy in this way, then the literacy practices of the foster placement become even 

more pivotal to the literacy development of its foster children, and it means that particular 

literacy practices of the home and community are now seen as counting as the preferred 

ways of developing literacy competences.
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Cultural and ‘family’ based literacy practices are therefore vital for literacy development: 

practices that are embedded within the child’s wider social world, rather than school based 

practices. The acquisition of literacy continues to be equated with school literacy, yet we 

begin to understand that mainstream school literacy practices are secondary to the 

importance of acquiring home-grown literacy skills, skills that are learnt in a known and 

familiar family setting.

Research has shown that the ways we learn and the ways we interact with learning material 

are intrinsically linked to our social conditioning; it has also been identified that family 

socialisation processes are very influential in establishing specific ways of learning. Cohen 

(1968) and S.B. Heath (1982) both contend that one of the reasons for educational 

underachievement is the mismatch between the learning styles of the home and that of the 

school.

School literacy can be an unknown literacy practice for children who may have had very 

little positive experience of school. School literacy practices may only transmit what needs to 

be taught in order to fit a specific agenda, and one that may not fit the agenda of the Looked 

After child. Schools tell parents what is to be taught, and this informs the literacy practices to 

be learnt, but it should be the home that informs school literacy practices to enable a smooth 

transition from home to school. Culture and socialisation processes inform literacy practices. 

Socialisation processes form the mindset, form the way we learn and consolidate 

information.

If children are to be freed up to think and reflect, 
to explore and learn, including at school, to make 
choices in their lives as they get older, then they need 
to be given the experience of available, sensitive carers, 
to enable the child to experience themselves as lovable 
and adults as available.

Schofield etal. (2000:12)

We also have to be mindful that the literacy standard of Looked After children may not be 

comparable to their peers in the general population, but may fall within the normal realms of 

their ‘own’ reality. However, the children’s own literacy ‘standard’ may not actually be a 

failing one. This ‘situated literacy’ perspective should enable us to see that we cannot think
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of ‘one’ literacy (traditional, mainstream, school) as the only literacy that is recognised and 

has validity. There are as many types of literacy as there are intelligences and, if the 

government is really genuine in creating a personalised children’s system, then it will make 

sure that the needs of each Looked After child is individually tailored to include the 

promotion of a literacy that meets that individual need, which includes appropriate books and 

resources (Gardner 1985).

We could also say that the known literacy of the child, developed in the socialisation process 

of the home of origin, may be a different literacy model from a foster placement that aspires 

to be, or is, middle class. Osborn & St Clair (1987) have identified that most children who 

enter the care system are not middle class. Cohen (1969:828) asserts,

each style affects the carrier’s ability to deal effectively with
the alternate kind of group process requirement.

So here we have a dilemma. When we think about developing literacy in the foster 

placement, we not only have to direct our attention to the Looked After child but to the foster 

family as a whole. Both the foster family and the Looked After child have to deal with 

differing backgrounds: family structures, different expectations and with a whole range of 

differing cultural and social influences. The background of the child (and literacy practices) 

may be very different from the family background of the foster family, although we hope 

they would have been closely matched. The foster family has to care for children from 

diverse family backgrounds and interact with a range of adults involved with them; therefore, 

not only do fostered children now have to cope with a school literacy that may be alien to 

them, but they may be placed with a home literacy that is also unknown.

Consequently, the child may experience a ‘class’ or ‘culture’ clash in the foster placement -  

and then have to deal with the demands of the school too. As my results have shown, many 

carers have to develop their own literacy as well. Therefore, we must now explore the 

influences that would impede the development of literacy in the foster placement for both the 

carer and the Looked After child. This makes the development of literacy all the more 

difficult to achieve in the foster placement.

In addition to the influences described, my own findings have outlined the discord that can 

be created between a birth family and a foster family, identifying that placing a working
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class child into a middle class environment may not be in best interest of the child, especially 

if there are contact arrangements with the birth family, or the child is to be returned home. It 

will certainly impede educational progress and development of literacy in the foster 

placement if a child is straddling different cultures. Some foster homes, however materially 

advantaged or educationally aware, may not be the known culture of the child and could 

actually be a barrier to integrating within the foster family. It may even inhibit learning 

because of the different processing styles. It does appear that the younger a child is, the 

easier it is for them to assimilate into the new family, because the socialisation process of 

that child into the family of origin is less entrenched. The older child, as described by a 

respondent, has more difficulty in accepting the norms, values and mores of the new family 

because the older child already has been socialised into different patterns of living and may 

not be able to fulfil the aspirations required or desired by the new family.

I was told of children ‘pulling away’ from their family of origin as they shared new family 

influences and experiences with the foster family. This could mean that the children’s norms 

and values become more like the foster placements as they draw away from their birth 

family. One of my respondent felt that adoption was better than fostering: ‘Otherwise 

children are drifting between two cultures.’

What should a substitute care system be trying to provide 
for those children whose parents are unable or unfit to look 
after them? There can surely be no question of attempting 
to reproduce the circumstances in which they were previously 
living or what would be the point of providing care in the first 
place?

Jackson & Martin (1998:48)

We should not reproduce the home of origin but, if the foster placement is close to the social 

and cultural norms of the birth family, then the chances of culture and class conflicts are 

lessened, for, as one other respondent identified, her foster child’s life expectations had 

grown culturally further away from the birth parents’ values, and she pointed out that this 

had its problems when visiting the natural mother. The fostered children of yet another 

respondent had become abusive and angry, and claimed abuse by the foster father when they 

were returned home to their birth parents. These children were older and had supposedly 

enjoyed a very nurturing and stimulating environment in the foster placement. They had
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made excellent progress in school, but after being removed from the foster placement the 

children had very quickly reverted back to the cultural patterns of the birth family and had 

then become hostile and critical towards the foster placement. The carers were later told by 

social workers that the progress made by the children in school had now been undermined. It 

was interesting that three respondents identified what they considered to be a ‘culture clash’ 

between the birth family and the foster family.

Jackson and Martin (1998) found the powerful influence of birth parents stretched across 

time, distance and long separation. They found a distinct relationship between the 

encouragement birth families gave to education and the attitudes of the child towards 

education, and described how children continue to want their parents to be proud of them 

even when they are separated. Perhaps this strong influence should be harnessed more? 

Given this powerful evidence, it is therefore surprising that no major research study places 

any responsibility on the birth parents to promote their children’s educational interests.

The higher their level of education, the better they [the children] 
are able to understand their parents’ difficulties and retain a degree of 
affection for them whatever their shortcomings. Enabling children 
to remain in contact with their birth parents does not mean confining 
them to un-stimulating environments or limiting their 
educational chances.

Jackson & Martin (1998:54).

Should not the onus be on the parents understanding the difficulties of their children, because 

it will seriously affect the educational chances of their children if the interactions between 

them are not positive? It would appear, however, that the more aware a child is of his or her 

family circumstances, the more adaptive the child is to settling in a family that is socially and 

culturally different from their own. Two respondents claimed this to be true in relation to 

their own bright fostered children. It could be these children have a greater insight into then- 

own family circumstances, and some may actually see their situation improved by being with 

a family that has a different set of aspirations and standards, with opportunities given to them 

they might not otherwise have had. A recommendation would be to encourage birth parents 

to support and take a keen interest in their children’s educational progress.
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To this day there are natural parents who check 
their children in and out of care like a piece 
of left luggage.

Kenny: The Mail on Sunday (Oct 20:2000:16)

Another recommendation, ideally, would be to make sure the child’s known social 

conditioning is also as close as possible to that of the foster placement, especially if there is 

to be contact with the birth family and we are to look towards the foster placement for 

developing literacy and raising achievement. This should now be happening under the 

Choice Protects initiative, where foster carers are more closely matched to the background of 

the Looked After child.

Bebbington and Miles (1990:22) identify that recruitment from a restricted cross section of 

society will hamper efforts to increase the supply of foster placements. If, however, carers 

are recruited from a social grouping that is culturally and socially different from the social 

grouping of the Looked After child, may this account for the long term decline of 

educational progress of these children even though there may be short term gains at the 

beginning of the placement period? This has implications for the recruitment of foster carers.

Another recommendation would be to develop this area of research in order to establish 

whether social class and cultural differences between the child and the foster placements 

could indeed be a causal factor in underachievement. This would be highly significant in 

furthering our understanding of the factors that contribute to underachievement and to 

developing literacy in the foster placement in particular. The foster family may not be the 

ideal setting after all, especially if the foster family has different ways o f learning from those 

experienced by the Looked After child in his or her own birth family. My own research 

threw up this contradiction.

There is now accumulating evidence that socialisation processes also have an impact on the 

transition between primary and secondary schooling, showing that there is a decline in 

progress through the secondary school system for some children. Pollit (2001) argues that the 

effect of the transition from primary school to secondary school is always greatest for the 

lower ability pupil, and asserts that the decline in progress may be a sign of pupils being 

required to tackle the challenges of using language in different ways. Pollitt goes on to reveal
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that the less able child has difficulty when dealing with whole texts. He suggests the 

transition between schools may just be too much for some children and, because of the 

increased demands placed on them, less able pupils have difficulty grasping these new but 

basic concepts of secondary school literacy.

Frater (2002) states that some pupils never fully recover from this setback and identifies 

there is little improvement in the years between 11 and 14. National Curriculum test results 

show that some pupils actually go backwards in their first year at secondary school. 

Interestingly, Frater reasons that the decline rests on the move from the single classroom and 

one teacher of the primary school, to the much larger secondary school where children have 

to deal with many teachers. Problems with adolescence and puberty are also cited, and that 

schools reflect a middle class culture, but there is nothing to indicate how the different 

learning styles may impact on learning in school that may be due to different socialisation 

processes.

Other researchers: (Osborne & St Clair 1987; The Children Act Report 1995-99; A. Heath et 

al. 1989; OFSTED/SSI Report 1995 and Aldgate 1990) have all claimed that as Looked After 

children get older their educational progress deteriorates; yet it appears this is also true for a 

good many other children too. Could the educational decline in middle childhood of 

disadvantaged children, as I have described, be because the literacy of the school is not their 

known literacy, and because their socialisation process (and therefore social class 

background) has made them learn in ways that are counter to the ways of the school, when 

we can see that provision in schools may be based on a narrow conception of literacy 

development, and may actually be a deficit model of literacy development for Looked After 

children?

Apparently secure, long term foster placements often seem 
to falter when children move into the more important and 
demanding atmosphere of a secondary school.

Jackson (1988:7)

Barriers to changing the role and perception of the foster carer

There are differing perceptions of how carers are perceived and how they see themselves, 

and different again are their individual responses towards each other. Carers are not a

223



cohesive force and are sometimes highly critical of one another. Carers do not feel a sense of 

camaraderie or kindred spirit amongst their own ranks. Having mainstream and specialist 

fostering schemes can cause division, resentment and hostility. Solid networks of support 

cannot be built up if all carers are not treated as equal professionals and have respect for each 

other. It is not acceptable that some carers are hostile towards each other because some have 

undergone different trainings, even when those foster carers who do object are not prepared 

to undergo the training themselves.

I identified earlier that there appears to be two fostering services and two main types of 

carer: those who saw themselves on an equal footing with other fostering personnel and who 

saw their role of carer as offering a full service, including offering knowledge based learning 

opportunities; and those carers who only saw their job as subordinate to other co-workers 

and who were only able or willing to teach life skills and help with homework. This second 

group saw any other educational role as strictly the domain of the school. The specifications 

of the fostering ‘job’ should apply to all carers, and all carers should fulfil the same job 

specification criteria. If carers are expected to keep records, write reports, liaise with schools 

-  and play a central role in supporting education in the home -  then all carers must do these 

tasks. Hill (2000) suggests that foster carers need to be closely involved at every level of 

service delivery as they are likely to be crucial agents of change in the child.

Confidence inhibits many carers from seeing themselves in a different light, and a further 

complication arises from this that has emerged from my research: to develop literacy in the 

foster placement for the Looked After child means to develop the literacy of the carer too. 

Chamley and Jones (1979) recognise ‘the pervasiveness of confidence as a criterion for 

success,’ and argue that ‘confidence is the bedrock of all achievement. The greater the 

confidence the more likely the students (and foster carers) would make greater progress.’ 

They go on to describe how, without sufficient confidence, individuals limit their educational 

progress. Confidence issues restrict carers from having a positive self-image as potential 

educators. I have shown it is not necessary to be highly educated, but only to have the 

enthusiasm and commitment to make a difference in the educational lives of fostered 

children. Even though carers may be lacking the level of education themselves, it is up to 

training providers to work on the self esteem and confidence of the carer for believing they 

are more than a ‘minder or carer’ of Looked After children.
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Other concerns have been the resistance of carers to change and modernise. One respondent 

argued, ‘You couldn’t teach an old dog new tricks overnight or change perception. New 

thinking is gradual, but training will help quicken up the process.’ Another reinforced this 

view by saying, ‘Older carers are set in their ways.’ However, another respondent, who was 

middle-aged and did not have any qualifications, went to every training opportunity and was 

enthusiastic and keen to support her fostered child. ‘Knowledge is power,’ she said.

The carers’ own personal educational journey is therefore very influential in how they 

perceive their role and how literacy is developed in the foster placement. Protests such as, 

‘I’m not clever enough,’ or, ‘I am not educated,’ echo Griffiths’ (1999) argument that carers 

can feel ill equipped to promote educational opportunities. One respondent said, ‘Not all 

carers encourage learning.’ Although there is much that is happening in the foster placement, 

there is still much to do. Fortunately, it is only with the fostering organisation that carers 

appear to lack confidence and not in their day-to-day interaction with the children, although 

this has now to be improved.

Emotional literacy

We all must continually learn to unlearn 
much that we have learned, and learn to 
learn much that we have not been taught.

R.D Laing (1976:46)

Social conditioning therefore determines the ways we learn and develops the style in which 

we learn. This has huge implications for the way literacy is developed in the foster placement 

for both the fostered child and the carer. The child already comes with a learning style that 

has been determined by his family of origin and he will now learn according to it. If, as I 

have identified, a child is in a placement that is unlike his family of origin then we need to 

consider the healthy ways literacy development can now be promoted in the foster home.

First there is a need to value both emotional learning and cognitive learning, because 

emotions play a very large part in how we learn and in the development of literacy in foster 

placement. In recent times this aspect of learning has become overlooked. Many Looked 

After children can recover intellectually, but many never recover fully or reach this stage of
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‘readiness’ to learn how to learn effectively. They may be intellectually competent but

emotionally underdeveloped and both must be given the same currency. The emotional

problems of Looked After children should not take a back seat now that cognitive prowess is 

the current emphasis. Jackson (1988:335) recognises the impact of separation and the 

damaging consequences of it, and shows how this would affect the potential to learn 

effectively:

even a short stay in an assessment centre can be extremely 
damaging. As so many of the children have been so damaged
and disturbed by their previous experiences, that they are
constantly liable to take offence and react violently 
at some unthinking remark by a teacher or another child.

This quote identifies the precariousness of the child’s emotional world. Native ability cannot 

blossom if there are emotional learning barriers. The foster home can provide a safe haven 

that allows the child a chance to rest in an environment that is non-threatening and safe, and 

where s/he can learn to learn and fulfil potential that has been stifled.

So how do we acquire literacy in the first place? I have identified how influential 

socialisation processes are, but to develop my discussion further is to look briefly at literacy 

theory. Literacy theory rests on three major models of literacy development. Literacy is 

acquired and so it must be learnt. The first model -  the behaviourist perspective - assumes 

that learning occurs when associations are made between observable events and objects, such 

as the relationship between language and print. This model rests on the stimulus-response- 

behaviour perspective that says behaviour and change results from the impact of the stimulus 

on the individual. It should include graded steps, moving along a sequential pathway through 

repetition and consolidation of the previous step, and building on the known, active learning 

(Sunderland 1992).

The meaning based literacy model identifies that learning occurs through a thorough 

understanding of the learning material, so that it is not just a mechanical act but recognition 

of the meanings that have been assigned to the learning material (Meek 1982). If the 

meanings assigned to learning material are the wrong ones, because the material has not been 

fully understood, then this too will make acquiring literacy harder.
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The social perspective literacy model emphasises the importance of adult-child interaction in 

creating an enthusiastic learning climate. Many authors have identified the importance of 

significant adult interest in literacy learning and literacy success, and this has already been 

adequately explored in this thesis.

If we apply these models to the ways we learn, we will see that positive learning change 

occurs through a reconstruction of old knowledge building on the new with material that is 

healthily processed. To learn in ways that are healthy means to learn about our world mainly 

through three learning taxonomies: cognitive, affective and psychomotor, all of which work 

towards creating a ‘learning climate.’ (Bloom 1964; Bruner 1956). The cognitive domain is 

the ‘to know’ domain and deals with thinking skills, facts, relationships, problem solving, 

memory, etc, moving with development to a higher order of thinking, of predicting, 

inferring, deducing and the ability to think in abstract ways. This occurs by change in the 

development of thinking from surface processing in the concrete, literal form to a higher 

order, abstract way, where a more elaborate, conceptual form of thinking is required (Marton 

(1976). How successful we are at grasping new ideas and concepts will depend on how 

effectively we can process information and how we interpret our experiences. This domain is 

the dominant paradigm of the school and the predominant one described by Cohen (1968) 

and S.B Heath (1982), who has shown it to be antithetical to the learning style of 

disadvantaged children.

The affective domain brings in the emotional [affective] aspect of learning and is the one that 

appears to be the most important learning channel for children who have had their learning 

breached. The affective learning domain concerns itself with the emotional content of what 

we bring to the learning act, responding to the internal feelings that the subject matter 

provokes along with the attitudes and values that the learner holds, both of which have been 

internalised by previous encounters with material.

The last learning paradigm is the psychomotor domain and this is skill based: a practical 

application to the learning task, the ‘hands on’ learning approach - procedural knowledge 

Eynsenk and Keane (1996). It is concerned with practice, recall, rehearsal and gives 

feedback from the task because all the modalities are used in a multi-sensory learning 

experience. This domain has the principle that if you don’t use it you lose it. This active 

learning is described by Topping and Wolfendale (1985), Neuman (2000) and Wade ^nd
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Moore (1996) and has been shown to improve literacy outcomes in the home. It is the ‘how 

does it work, how do I make it work’ knowledge. With repeated practice comes growing 

independence and autonomy from the simple, stimulus response learning to the learning of 

more complex skills and tasks.

Every child who has come into care has experienced separation and fragmentation of 

attachment. They have suffered loss of family membership and their identity has been 

threatened. Stein (1994) recognised the assault on personal identity that comes from living in 

multiple placements, resulting in a low level of achievement. Trauma causes inhibition in 

learning and new knowledge cannot be fully internalised and consolidated if it is built on 

unhealthy prior knowledge. If hurtful impressions accompany the learning, a learning barrier 

is formed. If subsequent learning experiences are negative and arouse anxiety, then a 

behavioural response (a physiological response) is triggered that may colour all future 

learning encounters, and learning new skills may take longer because negative schemata 

have been formed. If new learning is not within a safe environment, then learning and 

mastery is not achieved and it will be all the harder to change the negative attitude towards 

formal learning and acquire literacy competence effortlessly. The child learns his first hurtful 

lesson and the capacity to learn has been challenged.

The early learning of one skill may have effects not 
only on the later performance of that skill but also on 
the later learning of other skills. The relationship 
between early and later learning is one of the most 
significant aspects of the development of learning 
capacity.

Borg & Seeboume (1976:91)

Children who experience adversity in their lives may find learning difficult because they 

have been subjected to a number of risk factors that has affected the development of their IQ. 

Sameroff et al. (1993) identify that IQ is affected if there is an accumulation of risk factors. 

It is not the one-off traumatic event, but the build up of multiple risk factors that affect 

learning function. There is a strong relationship between multiple risk factors and a lowering 

of IQ. A significant finding from the Sameroff study was that lack of parent interaction and 

interest carried a greater risk factor variable at four years old than it did at thirteen years, 

showing again the influence of the home. Loss of confidence and learning inhibition can
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result, because efforts are no longer directed towards the fulfilment of external goals but, as 

Laing (1976) identifies, in preserving the child’s existence.

In the early stages of a school career children work from the concrete level of understanding, 

but as they progress through the system more elaborate, higher order thinking is required 

(Piaget 1963; Gagne 1972 and Bloom 1964). A child may continue to think at the literal 

level of understanding - at the surface level with a subsequent rote learning style - because a 

deep approach to learning has been inhibited by emotional factors, by limitations in skill and 

by lack of appropriate experiences (Marton 1976). Gilligan (2000: 37), in his research into 

exploring protective factors that increase resilience, found:

although the qualities of the child are important in 
understanding resilience, so also are the experiences 
that the child encounters and how s/he processes those 
experiences.

An emotionally hurt child can remain at the concrete level of understanding because they 

simply find it too difficult going from the specific to the general, and from the simple to the 

complex (Ausubel et al. 1968). Fransson (1997) identifies that anxiety produces a shallow 

approach to learning, producing this surface level, mechanical rote type of learning - and 

many Looked After children are anxious. ‘Worry and self-evaluation over performance can 

impair performance’ (Eynsenk 1979). This can fix them into a learning pattern that causes a 

decided preference for a rote type of mechanical learning

Interest and anxiety affects student’s approach to learning.
Students who felt the situation to be threatening, whether that 
was intended or not, were more likely to adopt a surface 
approach. This mechanical, rote learning approach was also 
related to lack of interest.

Entwistle (1997:82)

It could be said that many Looked After children are stuck at this surface level of 

information processing. This would also fit in with what Jensen claims. Jensen (1970) asserts 

that cognitive development rests on environmental, educational experiences and the social 

class of an individual, again suggesting as others do, that social class patterning determines 

our learning style. Jensen distinguishes between level one and level two processing: level
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one processing concerned with associative learning, and level two with more emphasis on 

analytical reasoning and abstraction. He claims that level one processing is the level (or 

stage) most working class children work at. Bums (1982); Cohen (1968) and S.B Heath 

(1982), all claim that children from impoverished, working class backgrounds are unable to 

think in a deep, abstract way. The pre-requisites for successful literacy development and 

higher order thinking, therefore, seem to be the transference of thinking from the concrete 

level to the ability to abstract and acquire a deeper level understanding, and this can only be 

achieved when there is learning stability.

If this is the case that some disadvantaged children are at the concrete level of understanding, 

how are they expected to work at the more advanced, analytical level that is required of them 

at secondary school stage? It is reasonable to presume that progress may not be made and 

may account for the ‘lost years’ syndrome - the decline in progress in the middle years of 

schooling. It is now that the child could experience cognitive dissonance, because there is an 

imbalance between his levels of understanding and processing of material with the 

expectations placed upon him or her in the school (Vygotsky 1984; Piaget 1968). Borg & 

Seeboume (1976:237) suggests that ‘developing an ability to learn should be the primary and 

explicit objective of education,’ and we should worry less about these young people gaining 

a GCSE until learning stability is in place.

Individuals integrate and extend their knowledge in an 
effort to maintain viability. Viability of knowledge is defined 
as a ‘fit’ between existing internal organisation of 
individual’s knowledge and their ongoing interaction with 
the world.

Billet (1998:22)

It was heart-warming to see the revised Curriculum 2000 addressing some of these issues. 

The new curriculum ensures that key thinking skills are being promoted: skills that require 

reasoning, enquiry, evaluation, creativity, and information processing. If these skills are 

subsumed within the teaching methods of the primary school, then children will develop 

broader and deeper thinking. If left until the secondary school sector, it may be too late and 

many may still continue to underachieve. Cohen (1969) and S B Heath (1989) have both 

argued that the socialisation processes of disadvantaged children have a direct affect on the 

ability to abstract information. Cohen (1969) argues that if analytical skills are
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underdeveloped, then those who develop a different cognitive style could be expected not 

only to be poor achievers early in their school experience but also to grow worse, 

comparatively, as they move to higher grade levels. Children’s learning potential and 

capacity to learn develops and matures over time. It can take years for that to occur, 

especially if a child has been abused and neglected.

The traumas of being taken into care may have 
depressed their attainment and it may take some 
considerable time before children recover.

A. Heath et al. (1989:242)

Such children can seem younger than their chronological age, and behave and act in ways 

that are much younger, yet they are expected to compete with their peers in national tests. 

Many are simply not ready to learn at a particular time because the curriculum dictates he or 

she must. Maturation can take longer in a child who has lived through adversity (Kalat 

1995). Immaturity of neural connections leads to developmental lag and late maturity, which 

is why research has shown educational delay in these children. This is because certain skills 

are not yet learnt. Jackson (1998) argues that it is ‘essential’ to know exactly how children’s 

reading scores compare with their chronological age, but I disagree. These children cannot 

be ‘standardised’ and compared with children in the general population, because their 

starting point and rate of progress is usually lower and slower than for children of the same 

age. Promoting educational initiatives within the school that focuses exclusively on the 

achievements of Looked After children may, therefore, only serve to compound any learning 

problems, because they may not be able to compete on an equal footing with their peers. 

Jackson (1987) has been critical of the importance placed on the emotions in education and 

argues that this shifts the emphasis away from education: thus undermining the therapeutic 

potential of learning for enhancing self esteem and as a means of rising above disadvantage. 

Education is, of course, a means of rising above disadvantage but, if emotional difficulties 

are not taken into account, cognition will not flourish. The current emphasis on cognitive 

objectivity focuses on judging a child’s capability by external, tangible, concrete ‘evidence’ 

and not by a child’s own individual baseline of learning.

Jackson continues to argue in a study of high achievers that belief in ability may be 

independent of the level of self-esteem a learner has, and she is right in this respect, but it is
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useless to have a belief in one’s own abilities without the courage to surge forward and fulfil 

those beliefs because of low self esteem. My own results showed this is true of carers who 

had the belief they were able to support education in the home, but did not have the 

confidence to think they could provide anything more than just teaching basic and life skills. 

Jackson asserts that it is a mistake to equate lack of intellectual ability with low self-esteem, 

but then goes on to say that she recognises and understands that some children can be too 

preoccupied with personal problems to be able to concentrate on schoolwork. Of course we 

want to raise the educational achievement of these children and that should be our end goal, 

but it must be done in such a way that it is actually empowering them to take responsibility 

for their own learning outcomes. It must be done in a climate that is conducive to effective 

learning. If a child is insecure, his efforts to learn will be harder, and his view of the world 

(and his motivations to learn) will:

be correspondingly different from that of the individual whose 
sense of self is securely established in its health and validity...

Borg & Seeboume (1976:90)

When a child is in an emotional flux, to expect them to concentrate on anything other than 

the ‘self is to expect too much at first. Any educational ‘commands’ must be limited, 

especially when earlier commands may have accounted for educational failure. To maximise 

the learning potential, new learning material has to have a familiar feel. ‘Literacy of the 

known’ is the most effective way to learn literacy skills, building up a knowledge base with 

resources a Looked After child can relate to, and this is why suitable books and specialist 

reference books are so essential. If the basic concepts of literacy have not been grounded in 

the foundation stages of learning, through appropriate learning opportunities in the home and 

with familiar materials, then learning new material in the school must rest on shaky ground, 

and gaining literacy independence will be all the harder to achieve because the sub skills are 

absent.

Specifically deficient cognitive strategies and inadequate 
knowledge in certain domains may result from learning- 
disabled individual’s inability to selectively encode, compare 
and combine information or automatise information.

Kolligan & Sternberg (1987:12)
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In the early stages of reading and to gain reading confidence, the type of reading book can 

really matter. Feeling comfortable about books is paramount for reading skills to be learnt in 

ways that have meaning and purpose, and which reflect the life experienced by a child. 

Research shows how books that recount familiar experiences to children offer them an 

avenue in which to understand their world. Learning that is related to a purpose generates 

more effective literacy growth. The National Health Service can fund ‘Books for Baby’ 

schemes for all sectors of society, but Looked After children are not given books to help 

them make sense of their unique experiences. Through books and materials that make sense 

of the complexities of their lives and their experiences, it may be possible for Looked After 

children to translate those experiences into more manageable terms. Bower (1979) found in 

his study that reading material relating closely to the reader’s experience, made it easier to 

read and less stressful.

If you describe an interesting psychological phenomena 
to students their frequent reaction is to check it against their 
own experiences

Bower ef al. (1979:420)

Books that hold attention and are closely related to a child’s experience, to the realities of the 

child, can allow them to go into ‘flights of fancy’ or to create ‘castles in the sky.’ If they are 

scared of what is happening to them and unable to articulate their experiences, other than 

acting them out in their behaviour, appropriate books and materials may make the 

incomprehensible comprehensible, especially if those facilitating the process are supported 

by appropriate training. Getting lost in a book can fire the imagination of a child, enabling it 

to create a fantasy where he or she can be anyone they want to be, to be bigger, or feel better. 

Fantasy can help a child grasp ideas that are frightening and make them manageable. In a 

world where adults make most of the decisions, where movement between adults is 

commonplace and where relationships and trust are constantly being broken, getting lost in 

reading can help to dissolve anxiety and uncertainty.

Learning is enhanced when the association between content and mood is congruent and can 

elicit a change in reading interest. Bower (1981) asserts that emotionally toned information is 

learned best when there is correspondence between the affective value and the learner’s 

current mood state. Neuman (2000) suggests that the physical proximity of books -
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especially attractive, high quality books within young children’s sight lines -  seemed to have 

a coercive effect. In any intervention (or investigation) that concerns itself with exploring 

factors that promote achievement, the relationship between learner and learning material 

needs to be addressed.

As a child gets older and tastes change, books may no longer provide this safe escape from 

the realities of life, and comics may become more favoured as my own research high-lighted. 

Comics have simple plots, lots of adventure, and the accent is more on action. There may 

even be a move away from paper forms of literacy as new forms of communication and 

technology evolve through the use of machines, such as the mobile phone to communicate 

via the text message. But for now, we need to make bookworms of all our Looked After 

children with every carer pro-active in making sure all of them have regular, enjoyable 

reading experiences.

The school requires children to read a range of reading material: fiction, non-fiction and 

reference books, especially in the secondary school sector. There may actually be too many 

different genres to engage with if basic literacy skills are not solid. Children who are in a 

constant state of change need a fundamental literacy to use as a springboard to incorporate 

and encompass the many shades of literacy. Literacy must be a personal tool as well as a 

social one. Adjustments to new communities (and foster placements) will be easier if there is 

a sound literacy base. Different social practices (within placements) construct different kinds 

of knowledge. A child needs to be equipped to modify his or her literacy practices and 

competence according to the specific literacy demands of each new placement and school.

Now we have another dilemma. If the literacy of the school is different from the literacy of 

the home, and the known literacy of the fostered child is different from the foster placement, 

then should we not somehow develop in these children a ‘basic literacy’ that can be 

translated to meet the demands of each unique literacy encounter, so enabling these children 

to ‘fit’ in with any event or discourse -  or even family? Should we not be laying foundation 

stones in the foster placement from which all these demands can be met? Should we not be 

providing these children with discrete literacy skills, in order to meet their own unique 

literacy needs? If the foster placement is close to the social and cultural norms of the birth 

family, then the chances of learning are optimised. Carers from this social grouping would be 

capable of reaching a high degree of skill for promoting literacy in the home given the
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appropriate training, and given the appropriate type of learning material most suited to this 

group of learners. They would need to develop and acquire the higher order skills needed to 

help their foster children. The middle-class carer would acquire skills needed to help children 

progress by starting with the type of learning that best suits the child’s previous learning, and 

then building on that. Or it would mean transmitting a discrete set of skills that is learnt 

irrespective of the literacy or social context of the foster placement.

Because the literacy career of Looked After children has been breached in some way, there 

might need to be a return to direct instruction in the first stages of literacy ‘rehabilitation.’ It 

may be necessary to arrange intensive one-to-one help over an extended period, not to enable 

them to catch up with their peers for external validation, but to equip them with the tools of 

literacy to give them personal autonomy and learning independence. This is where 

vocational education may be more appropriate for some children than an academic emphasis. 

For these children, who can be quite adept at practical skills but do not have the aptitude for 

more knowledge-based work, this would be the psychomotor learning model.

It may be that the Looked After children do have to learn literacy competence in a 

mechanical way, not in any relevant purposeful contextual way because of their constantly 

changing childhood, but in isolation away from any other literacy-learning framework The 

current emphasis is on meaning before mechanics and of literacy being socially acquired, yet 

it may actually be necessary to learn mechanically first, a return to the ‘drill and grill’ type of 

learning for hurt children in order for them to learn successfully in the future. What counts as 

literacy for the school is the one that displays the school’s version of it, and what counts as 

literacy in the foster home is the home version, but what counts as literacy for the Looked 

After child may be very different and require different methods of acquiring it. Different 

contexts require different negotiation, and each literacy encounter will be interpreted 

differently by the prior experience a child has.

Promoting literacy in the foster placement

The word ‘specialist’ is already used in foster care to define those carers who look after very 

difficult children and young people with special needs. Treatment foster care is also being 

evaluated as a care facility that provides a more therapeutic environment for our most 

challenging children. Could this new development be the new foster carer service of the 

future? It is possible we need to recruit more exclusively in exactly the opposite way to the
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Bebbington and Miles proposals (who want foster carers to be recruited from a broader range 

of people), so making all carers ‘specialists’.

In line with emerging research (Barry, 2001) that shows residential care to be the preferred 

choice for many secondary school-age children in care, small residential homes may be a 

more appropriate way to accommodate older Looked After children to promote their literacy 

development, and perhaps for younger children too. These homes would place less emotional 

pressure on the child than a ‘normal’ home exerts. In ordinary foster placements a child is 

expected to conform to the behavioural norms and values of a family the child has not grown 

up with. ‘Special’ homes could provide the children with a ‘wrap around’ service in the same 

way other similar establishments do: care, education, health needs, therapy and leisure 

pursuits being provided all under one roof. If emotional demands are lessened, there would 

be less chance of breakdown if conflict arises, allowing a degree of detachment for the child 

that does not affect the ability to nurture.

There has to be a service where the emotional investment from both child and foster parent 

alike is not so great, but where there should be space for the foster relationship to develop 

without the pressure of competing priorities within a ‘normal’ family. For example, many in 

my sample had natural children living at home, and research has shown that the nearer a 

foster children is in age to a natural bom child, the greater the risk of placement breakdown. 

Kelly (2000) and Berridge and Cleaver (1987), all identify the frequency of foster placement 

breakdown when there are natural children in the home and where the fostered child was 

near to the age of the natural child. This aspect of the foster placement can further 

complicate the development of literacy. This would mean recruiting carers who had no 

natural children living at home. Specialised homes can devote all their energies to these 

children without the problems that natural children can complicate.

‘Special’ couples who are educationally ‘aware’, educationally ‘orientated’, and 

educationally ‘trained’, with less emphasis on the school, could provide a registered home 

that is able to deliver the goods in the same way as accredited childminders are able to 

provide: not only a home-based service for children but education too. Educational input 

could be integrated into the fabric of the foster home, woven into the pattern of ordinary life, 

everyday living, and become part of the everyday routines delivered by highly skilled, 

knowledgeable couples. Literacy acquisition could be treated as a kind of therapeutic
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intervention in the foster placement. Walker (1998) asserts that, as part of the Looked After 

system, education should lead the ‘therapeutic’ process and not become a casualty of it: 

meaning that education should liberate and empower, not inhibit a child’s development 

further. This therapeutic dimension could provide an educational input in addition to therapy, 

until such time as a child is able to integrate into mainstream school. Fletcher (2003) 

identified that the highest number of young people who were not entered for GCSEs were 

those who had the most changes of educational placement between Key Stages 3 and 4. 

These young people were less likely to be entered for exams, and this was associated with 

the stability of the care placement. It could be up to these ‘specialists’ to deliver a discrete 

literacy learning package that does actually prepare them for external examinations. Jackson 

(1988) has shown that specialist homes of this type ‘attract people who are orientated 

towards educational successes and are confident and successful people.’ Children in these 

homes ‘progress better through school when they have knowledgeable and confident foster 

parents.’

Highly trained, (if not highly educated) carers are vital. It might be more appropriate, when 

seeking to recruit the right type of people, to provide vocational training that is suitable and 

desirable for meeting the individual learning styles of the carers, which means they can be 

highly trained without the academic knowledge-based learning that might be required of 

other professions. Training must involve developing the skills of the carer to help fostered 

children (and perhaps themselves) move from concrete ways of thinking to more expansive 

ways.

Recommendations for good fostering practice:

• A professional foster-caring service giving carers the same status as social workers.

• A professional mandatory training to Diploma level or above. At the time of writing a 

new fostering diploma was being developed as a modular, long distance learning 

course that is more in line with foster care practice needs than the existing NVQ. 

Only time will tell if this new accredited course will be successful. Berridge and 

Cleaver (1987) found less placement breakdown when foster carers were properly 

trained.

• Training should include modules on Self Esteem and Self Awareness. There should 

be ongoing training to update skills and knowledge, which includes ways to train
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carers that are not prescriptive or school led but taught in informal workshops that are 

non-threatening to carer’s own literacy competence. It is not uncommon for carers to 

train carers and this should be further developed. The specific roles of the carer 

would be explored and disseminated.

• The training must also include a ‘Home Educator’ module, which explores literacy 

(and number) development through the use of appropriate materials. The home would 

be OFSTED inspected.

• It should be a mandatory requirement for all Looked After children to join a library.

• All literacy based initiatives should now be disseminated and the findings woven into 

practice. All discrete projects must now become one unified framework of practice to 

include workshops, creative days, and literacy and number clubs. All independent 

research projects must register their findings on a central database in order for 

everyone to access, and share knowledge and good practice.

• Every foster care household should be given a computer.

• Every foster care household should be given a ‘book bag’, in the same way that new 

parents are given a ‘bounty bag’.

• There should be specific training on Life Story Work that is supported by a range of 

books peculiar to a Looked After child’s experiences, and the work should be an 

integral part of practice.

• There should be access to additional funding for leisure pursuits and for the 

development of talent in order to build resilience, and there should be the resource 

and monetary means to buy in other specialist services.

• Every Looked After child should have a designated education worker, not unlike the 

designated teacher in school, who supports the carer in the home and advises on what 

the carer can do in the home to promote literacy development.

• A foster placement that offers education and therapy. The support given to carers 

who work with excluded children could be further developed.

• There should be the establishment of an organisation or pressure group that unifies 

fostering care and which supports carers in their work. They should also promote 

their interests at governmental level. The Fostering Network needs to be more robust 

if it is to continue to champion the interests of Looked After children.
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• Every Looked After child is referred to an educational consultancy: to plan, support 

and co-ordinate curriculum planning for children in their educational placements, 

whether at home or in the school.

• All carers should keep abreast of all new legislation and know the current situation 

regarding the Schools Admission Code of Practice. They must know (and my sample 

did not) that should they have difficulty with a school over an admission procedure, 

they could contact the office of the Schools Adjudicator and make a complaint, 

although this recognises that the adjudicator can only investigate the complaint 

without any jurisdiction over the actual admission procedures.

Verbatim recommendations from my respondents:

• ‘Have a system of positive discrimination so that needy LAC is offered LSW’s 

[Link Social Workers] without the usual delays and procrastinations.’

• ‘Make sure every LAC has a computer in the home with suitable software (but 

with all the safeguards!).’

• ‘In Utopia, the lower ability/disadvantaged children would have access to the 

most gifted and inspiring teachers so they see the limitless possibilities that 

education offers. ’

• ‘Have a mentor in the school from the word ‘go’, so that there is immediate 

accessible support.’

• ‘Have a partnership spelt out between carer and school, so that the child sees a 

more seamless process of development in their lives.’

• Educate carers with individual development plans geared to the educational needs 

of their children -  you need educational specialists for this, not social workers

• ‘Need money.’

• ‘Keep on dreaming and knocking on closed doors.’

• ‘Extra resources and extra help to carers.’

• ‘Better collaboration between social services and education.’

• ‘Intensive boost’ when child is first admitted to care. Bureaucracy is not an 

excuse for doing nothing.’

• ‘Better educated foster carers. It is no good putting more responsibility on carers 

who can’t meet the demands now. Make them feel more valued. ’
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• ‘More bursaries to Independent schools/ small schools/ big schools don’t meet 

these children’s needs. Boarding schools are risky.’

• ‘Have a specialist carer whose only role is to act as a pre-placement officer. 

Their role would be to assess the child’s entire needs, including educational ones, 

over a two or three-week period and match child to carers who meet the child’s 

individual needs. This would do away with crisis management.’

•  ‘With the right planning and matching of child to carer would keep placement

breakdown to a minimum. This pre-planning would create a more stable

environment to optimise his/her learning efforts.’

What can carers do?

• Provide a book-rich environment.

• Participate in a range of literacy events

• Active interaction with Looked After children on a daily basis.

• Provide an educative service that complements the work of the school and the

therapeutic services.

What can the department or agencies do?

• Provide a literacy support framework for the foster placement.

• Improve resource access.

• Provide visiting education workers.

• Address the structures that prevent change.

• Harness the educative potential of prospective carers through thorough training.

What can governments do?

• Implement a systematic national literacy framework for the foster service.

• Fund literacy resources.

• Introduce a statutory training.

What can Birth Parents do?

•  Encourage educational success

• Show an interest in homework and school activities.
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Recommendations for future research:

What issues have emerged from this research that could be further investigated in future 

research designs?

• More research needs to be conducted into why children are failing 

in middle childhood.

• Research into local authority budgets. It would be interesting to 

know how much money has gone into training carers and into 

educational resources for Looked After children. We know it has 

not been spent on therapeutic services, out-of-school leisure 

pursuits or specialist books, or even ordinary reading books.

• Research into establishing whether social and cultural differences 

between foster child and foster placement could be a causal factor 

in underachievement.

• Conduct a comparison study to compare carers against non-foster 

carers to evaluate how much literacy activity is going on in 

ordinary homes.

• Conduct a comparison study to compare local authority carers 

with those from Independent agencies to evaluate the degree of 

literacy involvement.

Commentary

My research has shown that highly motivated and highly trained carers can provide a quasi 

educational service, and do provide literacy based opportunities and events in the foster 

placement. It has also shown that, by developing literacy in the foster placement, the literacy 

potential of the carers is developed as well. Carers could so easily be equipped with the tools 

to fully engage with literacy events in the home and become ‘home educators’. I have 

identified in my research that carers are pro-active; they just need to hone their skills.

There has been some overlap of responses between my respondents and a merging of views 

in some cases, but all accept that much depends now on the carer having a heightened 

appreciation of literacy opportunities that can be provided in the home, and how this is
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offered to the carer in a training package that provides all-round care, including education. 

This awareness or implementation does not require super qualifications or intensive training, 

but it does mean good quality training that is appropriate to meet the learning needs and 

styles of the carers. This aspect of home care has yet to be realized. If a carer is well trained 

(even if it is not a nationally accredited course) his/her perception of the educating role is 

heightened. An ‘educated foster placement’ must now be considered. It must be a place 

where children can take ‘time out’ and find new ways of learning that are positive and in 

accordance with their own baseline of learning, until such time as they are ready emotionally 

and cognitively to meet the demands of the school. This would be especially important at 

critical periods in a Looked After child’s life, such as the period just after admittance to care. 

This seems one solution to underachievement.

A thorough training will give carers the additional skills and knowledge to provide a 

therapeutic and educational service and at the same time raise their status as a professional 

member of the team. If training is appropriate then the confidence and belief of the carer will 

not be challenged, and the expectation then placed on them will be one that they will be able 

to meet.

We all want Looked After children (and the carers who look after them) to be educationally 

successful, but we must now look at other ways to achieve and record success that is not just 

through the academic route. There has been undue emphasis placed on academic 

achievement when a vocational route might be the one best suited to Looked After children. I 

have identified that the psychomotor learning model is perhaps the best model for learning 

new skills, especially for children who have had disturbance in their lives. Placing so much 

focus on the academic route, instead of the vocational route, seems to me to be putting more 

pressure on children already under pressure.

We also have to consider how the heightened focus on accreditation can lead to intrusive 

bureaucracy and mounds of unnecessary paperwork, which detracts from the actual time 

spent and attention given to the child or young person, and we should consider how this 

impacts on them within the school. Although education and being educated is embedded in a 

social context we must take account of the prevailing conditions, and it is not always 

appropriate to worry about standardised assessment if other more important concerns are 

overarching.
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There are many theoretical issues that must be addressed before bold statements are made 

about raising achievement and setting targets that must be reached, and before we can even 

begin to think about putting structures in place to develop literacy in the foster placement. 

We must first understand how learning occurs before we can find ways of developing it in 

the foster placement.

We can see there must be a combination of all three literacy models (behavioural, meaning- 

led and social) and the learning models (cognitive, affective and psychomotor) that are 

needed to create the ideal environment for literacy development: learning that is thorough, 

graded, practised, consolidated and recalled; with material that is suitable, has meaning and 

is learnt in a social situation with an interested adult. Our beliefs, values and attitudes, 

including personality traits, are also moulded from these experiences with our environment, 

and they too impact on the learning experience to create the learning environment, forming 

our mental representations of our world (Sunderland 1990).

It is also clear that information that is learnt must be healthily processed for effective 

development of literacy to take place in the foster placement (and school): learning 

experiences that are positive and matched to meet the learning and socialisation needs of the 

child -  and carer. We can see the dramatic impact of this learning when the learning material 

has been negatively coupled with the emotional traumas many Looked After children 

experience.

The traumas of being taken into care, or, other aspects of 
children’s histories, may have depressed their attainment and 
it may take some considerable time before the children recover

Heath et al. (1989:242-250)

This quotation supports my assumption that Looked After children should not be placed in 

positions where their abilities are going to be challenged, in the same way that some of my 

own respondents -  the carers - did not want their own lack of literacy competence exposed 

until they were confident and competent to do so. If more attention was given to the ways 

individuals learn, or do not learn, then we would further our understanding of why some 

children and adults underachieve. Learning to be literate should be a liberating process.
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Looked After children, especially, must not become commodities for agencies that wish to 

take the praise for their achievement and ignore the process of their development.

Developing literacy in the foster placement is a complex matter and not so clear-cut as it 

would at first appear. Learning to learn has to develop along with any other skill, and it 

requires practise and a motivation to succeed. Schools (and the foster placement) should be 

putting their energies into equipping Looked After children with vocational skills and 

training that would actually serve them much better in the economic world than, for example, 

one GCSE; training providers should be designing programmes that equip foster carers with 

the skills to facilitate this.

For effective learning to take place the learning environment must be healthy and this means 

that carers must be enthusiastic and motivated to spend quality time with their foster 

children, exploring a range of literacy events together and providing opportunities for more 

development. They are more than capable of doing this. Of course, this means that carers 

must be confident to facilitate this development, and resources such as Life Story Work can 

go some way in helping with this. Resources such as books have to be appropriate, and, as 

Bower (1981) and others specify, it is important to have literacy events and reading material 

that harmonise with the inner world of the child, and this is why books that identify with the 

child’s own experiences are so essential for the Looked After child for making sense of their 

world and making it manageable. My research has identified that these types of books are not 

being provided although foster carers recognised their worth.

If children do not have the necessary stimulation before entering care, then it is the duty of 

the corporate parents to make sure children are given the opportunities to develop higher 

order thinking skills. This is why children in foster placement need the individualised 

attention of a caring adult to provide them with an environment that enables the growth of 

cognition, because once higher order skills are in place the learning process is simplified, 

reducing the need for constant memorising and the rote learning of the lower level of 

thinking. It will also mean less adult attention is required as the child becomes motivated and 

self directed. He or she will also become more equipped to deal with the harsh realities of the 

school. If the Looked After child does not have a literacy enriched foster placement, then 

development is compromised. If Looked After children continue to think in a literal way in
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middle childhood, when more elaborate thought is required, then they will continue to slip 

behind and underachieve.

There has to be a complete restructuring of the fostering system and for the main weaknesses 

to be urgently addressed that prevent change. There appears to be inertia at institutional level 

and inaction at the level of government, although the Government has significantly improved 

the lives of children in care by implementing Quality Protects and Choice Protects. Even so, 

the needs of Looked After children continue to appear at the bottom of the pot when scarce 

resources are being shared out, when they should actually be at the top, especially when we 

consider the serious long-term outcomes if we get it wrong, as shown by substantial research 

evidence.

It is disconcerting that three out of ten respondents had declared children had been removed 

from their care solely for financial reasons. One carer had stated that LA’s are quite upfront 

when making decisions on placement choice, saying that financial considerations are 

considered over and above the needs of the child. Since the inception of this research I have 

seen millions of pounds thrown at projects, programmes and initiatives in attempts to raise 

the educational aspirations of this group of children. What inhibits the development of a first 

class fostering service is not a lack of money, but its redirection and redistribution.

There has to be a major sea change of attitudes towards the Looked After service for 

children, at all levels. Our society and establishment really does have to change the way we 

view them and those who look after them, because it is the establishment who is ultimately 

responsible for the stigmatising attitude of the general public by not providing these children 

with a first class service. Walker (1998:10) states that:

almost all research and analysis on the educational difficulties 
faced by children and young people points to the failure in the 
public care system which leads children towards failure.
Yet we have behaved as if the opposite is true, as if the real 
difficulty with foster care and group care is the degree of 
disturbance these children carry with them in these provisions.

We all fail in our responsibility if we do not help children overcome their behaviour 

difficulties that stifle their potential to be successful learners. It is too easy to blame the child
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for his or her difficulties, yet the failure lies with organisations that continue to disregard the 

damaging effects of instability and insecurity with their attendant impact on learning. Some 

of these effects could be ameliorated if the role of the carer and the potential uses of the 

foster placement could be reconceptualised.

Generation after generation of the most vulnerable children 
and young people in society have been seriously let down by 
the public care system.

Walker (1998:10)

It is a tall order to provide specialist homes, (or treatment foster homes) with specialised 

‘parents’: carers trained to meet all the child’s needs. It is achievable if the will is there, but 

policy makers must want it to happen too. It is up to people with the power to implement 

change, and they must do so if things are to change. In the long run it would be more cost 

effective because these children will not rely on other services in adulthood. You have to 

water the flowers to get the best blooms.

We have to get it right or we will continue to blight the lives of the children in our care. If 

need be, the classroom (of the school) must be brought to the home of the child. A Looked 

After child must be allowed to learn in the known and familiar (or as close to the familiar as 

can be) and to work on issues other than the pressure to perform within the outcomes-led 

school curriculum. This would be literacy development in the foster placement.

Decision makers and those who can change policy must think more laterally; they should 

explore all avenues that promote educational success and educational equality for all. Policy 

makers seem to be forever changing the goalposts, but Looked After children cannot wait. 

Priority is given to placement first, while the education system still thinks social services are 

solely responsible for corporate parenting. Corporate parenting is the responsibility of all 

agencies and it is therefore a duty of all to provide a quality service to these children.

There is a need for policy-makers to recognise how important the ‘home’ is in developing 

literacy for future school success, instead of focusing on the school as the panacea to raise 

the educational standards of this group. By doing so they may be compromising the learning 

stability of these children. So perhaps the only way that the educational achievement of this
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group will improve and enable these children to deal successfully with the higher school 

curriculum is for policy makers to look more towards the foster placement, and less towards 

what the school can do to raise the educational standards of this group.

Unrealistic expectations might be placed on children and/or blame 
attached to children for not working hard enough, when it 
seemed entirely possible that even to survive in mainstream school 
would be an achievement.

Schofield et al., (2000:29)
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CHAPTER 8 

REFLECTION AND CONCLUSION

A researcher feels like a dog with a bone. A dog gnaws at the bone until every last vestige 

has been digested. A researcher feels the same way, exploring every piece of ‘evidence’ in 

fine grain detail, dissecting and analysing every piece of data, looking for patterns and 

commonalities, until some certainties evolve and the research questions begin to get 

answered.

A research project is about starting with an original idea, and then selecting and utilising the 

most appropriate methodologies to generate your primary data. The researcher, using 

existing knowledge, draws on secondary data to build connections or to join a missing link. 

Unconnected concepts can be fitted together that can fill holes, allowing gaps in our 

understanding and knowledge to be filled even when supporting evidence has to be found 

from other disciplines. The original idea is thus developed within a conceptual framework, 

and only after data has been systematically collected, then rigorously sifted, can some 

findings be generated. This develops theory and contributes towards a body of knowledge in 

the field. It is the responsibility of the researcher to find and knit those threads together; 

otherwise knowledge becomes disparate ‘bits’ of information with no cohesion that does not 

extend our understanding.

Hopefully, my own research can be placed within this newly developing and emerging 

research field that will throw light on the responsibilities foster carers should shoulder in 

raising educational achievement, in addition to recognising what influences get in the way of 

their own development as potential ‘educators’. My research will identify what is achievable 

if the will is there. It will also identify how educational support in the foster placement can 

raise the educational standards of this group and, in particular, develop literacy skills in the 

foster placement for both carer and the foster child.

Over the course of the last few years there have been many recommendations made by others 

to improve the educational chances of Looked After children, and these I have outlined in the
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previous chapter. I had hoped to find recommendations that looked at the contribution carers 

were making to support education specifically in the home, but found none. I have also, 

during the course of this research, continued to read widely as part of my historical search in 

order to stay abreast of all new developments and to keep my feet firmly in the research 

arena. The major reason was to see if any new initiative addressed the specific contribution 

of foster carers in raising educational achievement.

Rowe (1984) identified that the main motivating force behind fostering was altruism, but the 

challenges of looking after children nowadays have never been greater with the expectation 

placed on carers to keep records, attend reviews, negotiate contacts, and much more. 

Developing literacy in the foster placement is one more demand, but it may be one demand 

too many if the carer continues to be perceived as just a minder of children.

Recommendations must be made at the completion of all research in order that policy and 

practice in the field can grow, develop and hopefully change things for the better - but they 

can only do so if they are implemented. Only then can the situation for Looked After 

children in foster placement improve. At the same time, it has to be recognised how difficult 

it is to come up with firm conclusions (or solutions) because of the heterogeneous and 

transient nature of the foster placement. All we can do at this stage is to learn a little more 

about what is happening in this unique family setting that consists of various family 

constructions and different fostering demands, and from this build up a body of knowledge 

and theory for the future.

At some point during the research period there has to be a time when the reading stops, the 

analysis is complete and the research journey at an end, and by this time the research can 

often be out of date. There may also have been a time during the research period when a 

researcher had to reappraise the research design and explore new ways of looking at the 

results; when time and distance has meant that new insights have been formed and new 

developments become apparent as the research matures and the researcher’s thinking is 

broadened.

Researching any social situation is not a linear process. Human nature means that others will 

not see this research or its importance in the same way as the researcher conducting the 

research. This means that respondents will not answer your letters or return your phone calls.
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It means you can go up blind alleys or come to a full stop, and perhaps even have to find 

another route to fulfil the research objectives. It also means the readers may interpret the 

findings very differently from the researcher, as each brings their own perspective and life 

experiences to the area of research under investigation.

Whatever the outcome of the research (and most research does not enter the public domain) 

new knowledge and understanding will have been developed and perhaps a new theory too. 

It is by fitting new knowledge into a general body of knowledge relating to specific social 

phenomena or conditions that we hope to learn something from it.

Choice of research area

Research into why Looked After children underachieve educationally has drawn a range of 

causal inferences: frequent placement change, truancy, exclusion, neglect and abuse prior to 

care have been shown to account for the low educational outcomes of Looked After 

Children. There is one thing we can be sure of: and that is, if we do not focus more on what 

the foster carers can do to raise achievement, then the poor outcomes for these children will 

continue. The research base exploring this aspect is almost non existent.

I was particularly interested in literacy development in foster placement, because it is the 

main living provider for Looked After children and, as everyone generally grows up in a 

family home, a foster home was the closest to that natural arrangement. Research shows that 

success in school and later academic achievement begins with positive opportunities to learn 

in the home with interested adults. I wanted to find out how this specific family setting was 

supporting Looked After children with their education and, in particular, literacy 

development. The carer’s personal contribution to developing literacy was also the impetus 

for my choice of research field, and I wanted to know who these people were, what their 

specific contribution to the development of literacy was, and how they viewed their own 

literacy state. I discovered that carers do provide a range of literacy opportunities in the 

foster placement, and they do want to contribute towards the educational success of their 

Looked After children, but that many had also to develop their own literacy with appropriate 

training, support, respect and remuneration to enhance their service.

I have shown that much emphasis has been placed on education in the school and too little 

on the education in the home. I have also shown that the school could actually be an
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inappropriate institution with its promotion of a literacy that could be of the wrong kind, 

especially when children who have been hurt need time and space to recover before they can 

effectively learn and achieve a measurable outcome such as a GCSE in school. As S. Heath 

and Cohen have identified, the ‘school’ literacy model may be an inappropriate model when 

it is shown that the ‘family as educator’ is the model that should be advanced and used as a 

springboard to translate the home literacy into school literacy. Paradoxically, it also became 

clear there was a possibility that the foster placement may not always be the ideal site to 

develop literacy anyway. Class or culture issues may impact on the ability to learn 

successfully in the foster placement.

Methodologies

Researching the specific contribution carers make to develop the literacy of their Looked 

After children, and how they perceive themselves in that role, has never been investigated 

before. This new field will eventually deepen and broaden our understanding of the unique 

contribution carers can make in raising educational achievement, but for now I had to choose 

methods that would suit this ‘ground breaking’ work.

Dependence on the methodologies employed determines whether generalised statements can 

be made: that a specific phenomena or social condition does or does not exist, the reasons for 

the conclusions, and whether further research may be needed to support the current claims. 

Two main methodological instruments were used to describe, interpret and measure the 

factors that affect literacy development and the perception carers have of their educational 

role. The use of these instruments - the social survey and the interview schedules - 

strengthens the validity of the findings because two sets of measures have been used to find 

out the same thing.

Employing a questionnaire design and interview schedules met, I felt, the demands of my 

research objectives. My choice of methodology was determined by the data I hoped to elicit. 

My research objectives did not warrant a comparative method or a pseudo-experimental 

design. I was not going to test anyone to find out his or her literacy status, even though 

assessment tests are now being introduced to assess the suitability of the foster carer. The 

social survey approach would furnish me with a collection of responses that could be 

summarised numerically to gain an overall picture. This simplifies phenomena in the first 

instance. I knew that this method reduced and limited information to a yes and no response,
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but for the information that I required this instrument suited my purposes. All I wanted to do 

was describe common features and common qualities of this given group, and to draw out 

common patterns. The main purpose of the survey was to show the degree of literacy 

awareness and activity in the home. The results formed the basis and foundation for an 

informal unstructured interview schedule, which would deepen the responses and develop 

the themes. The use of a social survey in the first phase of the project would elicit key issues 

that could then be developed in an interview schedule.

The interviews added a more human dimension to my investigation, and I was able to 

establish such a rapport and trust with a few respondents that I felt their responses to my 

enquiries were genuine and truthful. The assurance of confidentiality helped. My enquiries in 

the interviews now focused on specific issues relating to the perception held by carers of 

their specific role in supporting education in the home, and how literacy could be further 

developed by exploring the development of the carer through appropriate training. This 

naturalistic approach allowed me to gain a deeper, more personal insight into the dynamics 

(covert and overt) of the foster placement.

Because my research area is a newly developing field, I decided to adopt a grounded theory 

approach. This approach has allowed me to utilise the most appropriate methodologies to 

generate my data as knowledge became known, and provide me with a rigorous, systematic 

framework to develop my data generation and finally my results.

Strengths and weaknesses of the research design

All research has its strengths and weaknesses and, during the course of the research journey, 

the weaknesses and strengths of the research design become apparent; also what would be 

changed if that time could be had over again.

If I had to choose one aspect of this research that gave me the greatest consternation, I would 

have to say it was accessing the carers. Accessing them was a nightmare: first getting past 

the gatekeepers and then directly. In order to gain a viable sample I have had to smile like a 

Cheshire cat, bite my tongue on occasions, grimace like an idiot, subtly persuade, gently 

cajole, and almost plead, especially with gatekeepers whom I found hard to convince of my 

honourable intentions
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Another difficulty was getting my respondents to reply to my letters, even when I sent a 

SAE, or an email. I even had to send Christmas cards to remind them to reply to letters I had 

written a fortnight earlier, although in hindsight I should not have bothered my respondents 

at this time of the year. Even so, throughout the research I have been inhibited by lack of 

enthusiasm from every quarter, but notably from the local authorities or independent 

agencies. I have wasted much time and energy repeating requests for help, but once I was 

finally sitting in front of the respondents, their hospitality, their open exchange of 

information, and their eagerness to provide me with all the details I required, was abundant 

and made all my efforts worthwhile.

The sampling frame and subsequent sample for both the pilot study and the social survey 

were dependent on the gatekeepers and to whom they decided to give the questionnaire. In 

retrospect, this was a frame that could be open to selective sampling by the gatekeepers 

whom I had contacted to distribute my surveys. Accessing carers through agencies and social 

service departments meant that gatekeepers could select the carers they wanted to participate 

in the research. No research can claim total representation of the population under 

investigation, but for completing my questionnaire I hoped that gatekeepers would randomly 

select from their carers and avoid being selective. I gave this very serious consideration, but, 

after much careful scrutiny of the replies, I decided that I did have a mix of foster carer 

responses: even in this small sample I could see the different response patterns between 

individuals and that distinct comparisons could be made between carer responses. Some 

respondents expressed themselves eloquently, describing in great detail their contribution to 

literacy development and the practices that were in place in the home. Others were more 

restricted in language use and the questionnaires were scattered with punctuation and 

grammatical errors, and their contribution to literacy development less defined. It was the 

volunteers who agreed to be interviewed that had initially raised my doubts about my 

sampling frame. Five out of the original seven respondents who wished to participate in an 

interview were found to be professional people: teachers, social workers and one 

psychotherapist. I decided that these would be the very people who would be concerned 

about the educational chances of their charges and would want to volunteer and make a 

contribution to my research.

With hindsight, I could have asked in the survey if carers worked for an independent 

fostering agency or a local authority, and even though their responses in the questionnaire
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did indicate this - most acknowledging the organisation they were registered with - 1 still 

think the question should have been asked. Again, this omission was due to my being 

concerned only with literacy practices. It would need to be left for future research to 

undertake a comparative study to explore how significant the differences were between the 

literacy practices of those foster carers who worked for independent fostering agencies and 

those who worked for local authorities. My own research did in fact identify some 

differences, but a much larger study would need to be conducted to generalise the findings 

across the fostering services.

Of course, when claiming that something is, or is not, happening in a particular social 

situation, sample size will significantly determine how representative the findings are in 

relation to the general population (and mine had been a very small sample). It should be 

remembered, however, that an in-depth analysis of responses from a few can give a greater 

insight into the true dynamics of the foster placement than a large-scale objective research 

programme that might merely scratch the surface. Small-scale naturalistic investigations can 

reveal explanations for behaviour that in a more controlled environment may be missed 

(Walford 1991). My conclusions, on a scale however small, may still contribute towards 

further development and research in the field.

Another challenge was the protection of my respondents’ anonymity in such a limited 

sample, which is much more difficult to achieve than in a larger sample. I had to check 

myself constantly to ensure I was not revealing identities when describing a response or 

situation. If I found myself giving clues away, I would rephrase the sentence to avoid this. 

This is especially important if the research is to be made public.

I also had to consider the validity of conducting a telephone interview when one of my 

respondents decided to emigrate between the interview schedules, and the only possible way 

of communicating with this person before leaving the country was by phone. Many Market 

Research interviews are conducted over the phone, and my decision to interview my 

respondent in this way seemed a legitimate and valid way of conducting the second 

interview; I had already had a face-to-face interview with this respondent the previous year.
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New lines of research emerged during the course of this research and one of the strengths of 

my own research design has been that other reports, published up to three years after the 

inception of my own, were supporting the claims I had identified. Important findings were 

contained within the SEU Report (2003), which reported a lack of training for foster carers in 

educational matters and lack of information sharing. This report also acknowledged, as I did, 

that carers should be made aware of their educational role, not only in relation to homework 

and their relationship with the school, but towards their own contribution in the home. 

Unfortunately, this report did not go far enough in emphasising the contribution foster carers 

could make in their own right, but simply suggested that foster carers support the school by 

helping with homework.

The construction of a questionnaire is almost like a piece of art; it has to appeal to a wide 

audience, but, for such a heterogeneous group as foster carers, a standard questionnaire with 

a standard set of questions will not apply to all foster settings, making the construction of it 

very difficult. I now recognise that I should have included another response box in my 

questionnaire design that would allow ‘sometimes’ to be written down in addition to a yes or 

a no. I had wanted to keep things as simple and as straightforward as possible, but this 

omission may have complicated things and may, or may not, have altered responses to 

specific questions. I had attempted to address this problem by including a covering letter 

with each questionnaire, explaining to foster carers they were only to answer questions that 

were relevant to their situation. It should be added that, because my focus was solely on 

exploring development of literacy in the foster placement, distinctions between foster 

placements were less significant.

Researching a sensitive and marginal group also inevitably arouses certain emotions in the 

researcher, especially when the researcher has personal experiences of the field under 

investigation. It means a researcher has to be aware of this; however, Devine and S. Heath 

(1999:27) asserts that researchers should not pretend to be neutral for

regardless of the desirability of maintaining a clear distinction 
between facts and values, critics of this position have actually 
questioned whether this is actually possible to achieve, given 
that sociological research is overwhelmingly concerned with 
gaining an understanding of the operations of the value systems 
within society.
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Reflection

The fostering service has somehow to address a failing system. The potential to provide a 

first class service is in place; now it only has to be harnessed. The skills of the carer have to 

be developed. It is useless to have a raft of initiatives to raise achievement if the people with 

the greatest influence are untrained, lack confidence and skills to fulfil the task, and answer 

to fostering service personnel who undermine their worth. The perception of the role of the 

carer must change in time as others recognise they are highly skilled professional workers, or 

will be, if recommendations are put in place.

Looked After children must not be expected to jump hurdles and run through hoops to fulfil 

the aims and objectives of external agencies, when they have so many other things to think 

about. If their education is not handled sensitively, it will only result in creating more 

disturbances. It took years for governments to sit up and make the education of public 

children a priority. It lagged miles behind Special Educational Needs; in fact, they were not 

even mentioned in Special Needs literature until the 1990’s.Every project, initiative or 

implementation of policy needs to be integrated into the whole care package in ways that are 

relaxed and at a pace that children are able to take without disruption. If there is any hope for 

literacy being developed in the foster placement then it has to become a commonplace 

practice that will lessen its impact on the child (and the carer). This does not mean 

undermining a child’s potential by depriving them of appropriate educational experiences, 

because we fear the demands will be too great; it is looking at the total learning needs of the 

child, ensuring that both his cognitive and emotional requirements have the same currency 

and are met in ways that are enjoyable, relaxed and informal. We must avoid looking at 

success as being only of the academic kind, and celebrate the success of Looked After 

children who are balanced and fulfilled.

Success or failure does not depend on our deficiencies, but making the best of what we have, 

however limited that might be. Social workers and schools still hold strong perceptions that 

Looked After children are unable to be successful in education; accordingly, institutional 

changes will therefore be very slow and public perception even slower. It is vital that carers 

are targeted before government tires of this area of social care reform - the needs of these 

children once again falling by the wayside.
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Research acknowledges that for some disadvantaged children early educational intervention 

may be necessary to secure ‘escape from disadvantage’ (Aldgate et ol. 1992). Therefore, if 

children can be ‘caught’ as soon as they enter the care system, perhaps their chances of 

acquiring effective literacy skills may still be possible before they are labelled as 

underachievers, or before they have given the label to themselves. Motivation is an 

evolutionary force, a drive that can quickly be stifled by inattentive adults and by feelings of 

insecurity and loss. Given the right tools, training and resources, carers could become this 

stabilising, motivating force for Looked After children.

The family, and therefore the foster family, is a unique setting where children can begin to 

take charge of their own life: can begin to make their own decisions and be provided with 

literacy opportunities for them to become autonomous and independent learners. If the foster 

home is to remain the main, preferred living arrangement for Looked after children, then it is 

up to governments to ensure that this home setting is given the very best opportunities to be a 

success. This is not happening despite all the rhetoric to the contrary.

If carers care for the physical needs of a child, then they must also care for the emotional and 

intellectual needs. In relation to the disadvantaged child, what inhibits the development of 

literacy in the foster placement needs to be more fully understood by all. Carers, especially, 

need to learn how to promote learning opportunities and develop literacy in the home, and 

one of the greatest inhibitors for change are the carers themselves. They have to have the 

confidence to believe they can be instrumental in changing things for the better.

By providing these children with carers who can provide a highly stimulating literate (and 

therapeutic) environment through appropriate training and remuneration, Looked After 

children can be given the life skills and educational skills to survive their childhood, with or 

without intervention by governments -  or even schools. Carers are the only body of workers 

in childcare who are not yet strangled by red tape and by a system that is paralysed by 

political correctness. For the present they are the only group who can really focus on the 

immediate needs of these children without the endless bureaucracy of form filling, balancing 

books and budgets, meeting targets, and drowning under an avalanche of other paper work - 

now the scourge of public institutions made up of skeleton staffs and staff shortages. It is 

with this group of workers that our chief hope lies. Of course, as carers become more 

important they will become subject to the same constraints.
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Literacy development has to be home-grown, but it has to be in the right home. All learning 

potential is in place before a child goes to school. It goes on developing, in and outside of the 

school gates, and we must never forget that. It takes a stable, stimulating, motivating 

environment with interested adults to raise the educational achievement of Looked After 

children, and carers have shown they are keen to do this. The formula could be as simple as 

that. Parental interest and interaction, coupled with a secure and stable home-life will 

determine what happens in the school and then in adulthood. (J. Douglas 1968). Home 

background predicts educational success. One must therefore ask why policy-makers are still 

failing to recognise this and continuing to focus on the school as the educating body that will 

ultimately raise educational standards.

Social class factors and parental expectations are also main determinants of educational 

achievement; therefore carers, the surrogate parents, are crucial in the drive to raise the 

educational standards of Looked After children where the foster placement is appropriately 

matched to the child. The foster placement has the potential to become a new educational 

environment, always provided the caring nature of fostering is not compromised and the 

emphasis of the foster placement is maintained as being a home first and an educational site 

second. Fear that education would take precedence to caring is why specific roles have to be 

made explicit in training.

Literacy, and its development in specific domains, must also be free from ideology that 

promotes certain conceptions of literacy. We must challenge educational orthodoxies that 

promote the exclusive belief that only ‘school’ literacy counts. If policy makers want to raise 

educational standards, and literacy holds that key, then you have to re-form the foster family. 

There must be an erosion of the thinking that conditions systems to treat carers as volunteers, 

and a public who continues to think of these children in terms that equate then as 

troublemakers and failures. There must be new ways of thinking about our most vulnerable 

children and those who care for them. Empowerment means taking control, and if the state, 

who is the corporate parent of Looked After children, makes a poor guardian and does not 

vigorously challenge the conditions under which these children are cared for, there is little 

hope.

Research demonstrates that we continue to treat children of the state with insufficient regard 

for their feelings and ignore the damaging effects that mistreatment brings. My fear is that,
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with all these initiatives intervening on their behalf, and with the increased focus on the 

education of these children, Looked After children will have even greater pressure placed 

upon them - if only to ensure that projects look successful. Devine and S. Heath (1999:30) 

argues there must be no collusion to make things fit, or to serve a political end. She asserts 

there must not be a distortion in the process of enquiry or in the selective use of data. 

Research areas must not be chosen to match a specific political agenda.

You can ‘learn’ all the literacy in the world, read every page of every book and write on 

every line, but it is neither the writing on the line nor the contents between the covers of a 

book that is important. It is what is written between the lines: the hidden struggles these 

children have to make to keep up when all around there is uncertainty and insecurity. All 

theory aside, nobody can really know of those struggles unless they have experienced the 

struggles themselves. The only literacy needed at this time is a literacy that confers the 

strength to propel oneself forward. The implications for children’s future emotional and 

mental health (as well as intellectual) are enormous. Any ‘cognitive’ intervention to raise 

standards will be useless if we do not look at the whole child and cease considering the 

literacy of the school as the only one that has validity. Unless we do this, we are merely 

covering cracks and playing games.

The definition of literacy, the processes and practices of literacy development, the ways it is 

acquired in diverse family structures and literacy settings, across and within social classes, 

needs to be examined more carefully. There needs to be a national strategy where literacy 

development is given the same status as primary health care, with the education worker 

having the same remits as a health visitor: that is, in addition to asking if the bowels have 

been opened, asking if the books have been opened too. Books and bowels should be 

considered equally as part of a ‘health’ package. There are many literacy interventions, many 

projects and ‘initiatives’ up and down the country, but what is needed is a unified national 

service that provides quality assured delivery and gives every child in care the same 

opportunities to develop literacy competence. Pockets of research projects scattered across 

the nation, by their very nature, can not give every child the same chances.

It has been shown that government initiatives over the last few years in raising educational 

achievement for all is slowly paying off, but there is still much to do. This new investigation 

has thrown light on some of the processes at play in the foster home that promote a literate
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environment. Ideas propagate the development of theory; theory promotes policy; policy 

promotes practice. New knowledge raises consciousness; implementing recommendations 

improves performance; new theories identify which approaches to specific phenomena work.

One of the outcomes of this research indicates that bald (and bold) statements about 

achievement cannot be so easily achieved merely by setting a target. The process of learning 

has to be acknowledged and respected, but the processes of why we do not learn have to be 

identified also.

I realize I have merely skimmed the surface of a highly contentious area. Gaining a 

representative sample from an invisible group has its difficulties. I cannot claim that my 

findings represent the population of carers, although I cannot think there would be wide 

discrepancies with a larger sample. Good research rests on the assumption that it has validity 

and reliability and can be replicated. This can sometimes be difficult when studying human 

behaviour because of the changes in priorities and provision at different periods of time, 

when different meanings may be assigned and attached. Research findings are always open 

to re-negotiation; they are always provisional and open to new and other interpretations from 

other researchers. Explanations that are tied to a specific social condition or phenomena will 

change as society changes, as people change, and as the understanding of human phenomena 

deepens.

Researching marginal groups has accessing difficulties, especially when legislation prevents 

direct access, and data protection inhibits freedom of information to the researcher. It must 

also be acknowledged that all research involving access to children must also adhere to strict 

ethical principles. I was amazed there were only three agencies who, responding to my 

invitation to participate in my research, asked me about my status (police-checked) when I 

made explicit that I was going to ask for volunteers for follow-up interviews. This is a 

loophole that needs to be closed.

This research gives a taster of what is happening in the foster home - a lone researcher 

cannot do much else - but I have worked within a theoretical and ethical framework that 

promotes a model of home literacy development. I have offered a perspective on literacy 

development in the foster placement that should add to a specific body of knowledge and fit 

within a specific field of study.
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All new knowledge, however it is generated, must have a chance to influence policy and 

change. As more knowledge is gained in the field, so new information about an identified 

social condition will cause the original knowledge to evolve, and this in turn will alter the 

way we perceive it. Research increases and deepens our understanding of specific 

phenomena. When new knowledge becomes known, it needs then to be told and acted upon. 

It is hoped that this thesis has succeeded in presenting a research project that has rigour and a 

sound theoretical base at a time when the educational achievement of Looked After children 

is a highly significant issue. Whatever is derived from this research will still contribute 

towards promoting at least a debate around the issues within this specific field of research.

We swim in a plethora of theories, ideologies and schools of thought on what are the right 

choices for Looked After children. If the decisions that are made are the wrong ones, we 

mess up a child’s life. It is hoped that the research area that is chosen for study is one that 

can help bring about change for the better. This means new knowledge must not be confined 

to a dusty shelf, but widely circulated so that others can replicate the research or extend it. 

Some researchers draw from a wide range of sources in which to ground their own research; 

others pull a thread or two from a body of knowledge to explore in finer detail. Worthwhile 

insights can be gained, or can be criticised, but all research has a value and should be made 

available.

There can be no universal truths in any research outcome investigation. Research attempts to 

look at, and take account of, the nature of a specific everyday experience or act, and it opens 

up debate. This research will illuminate literacy development in the foster placement and 

remain ecologically valid if the meanings that have been elicited from the research are 

sustained by subsequent research in the field. This is why a theory is only a theory and 

nothing more until supported by further research in the field.

Finally, the future health of our society is in our hands. We cannot compromise. There must 

be an end to the structural marginalizing of these children and young people. They must be 

an integral part of all care provision and given the very best resources, including the very 

best people. There has now been a major shift in emphasis on this area of social care, and it 

must not be allowed to drift. ‘Quality can only protect when it is understood, recognised, and 

then uniformly delivered.’ Walker (2001:10). Any reform is only good if it sustainable, 

irrespective of the economic or political climate. Children get only one chance to grow up
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secure and stable -  they must be given the best chance. If the wrong policy decisions are 

made, then many will suffer at the hands of incompetent decision-makers. J.W.B. Douglas 

(1964) said forty-two years ago that teaching must begin in the home with interested parents. 

History will determine if, in the next forty years or so, any action has been taken to improve 

the literacy development of children in foster placement.
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Appendix: 1
Survey questionnaire

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research.
Please make one response to each question if it is relevant to your situation

Yes No
I. Age 2. Gender

3. How long have you been a foster carer?

4. How many children have you fostered?

5. What is the longest period of fostering with same child(ren)?

6. Is your standard of education lower than GCSE, grade C?

7. Have you attended/completed an accredited fostering training course?

8. Do you receive a fostering wage, apart from the fostering allowance?

9. Have you undergone foster care in-service training?

10. Do you have natural bom children under 18 years old living at home?

II. What memories do you have of your own school experiences?

Fostering context

12. Is being an educator to your foster child part of your role?

If you do, please explain.

13. What contribution do you make to the literacy development of your foster child/ren?

14. Do you have specialist books in your home that help your foster child 
make sense of his/her experiences?

If you answered yes, please explain.

15. Do you get extra allowances for outings, books or coaching lessons?



Yes No
16. Does your foster child attend after-school clubs, leisure clubs etc?

If you answered yes, please explain.

17. Do you feel equipped to support your foster child’s education in the home?

If you do, please explain.

18. Has educational support been made an explicit part of your role?

19. Have you received training on the importance of giving educational support?

20. Has your foster child ever been bullied, teased or called names?

21. Have you ever been contacted by the school/preschool about behavior problems 
following a parental visit?

22. Has your foster child been told about the charity A National Voice?

23. Does your child receive The Who Cares? magazine?

24. Did you receive the magazine Breaking their fall?

25. Are you fully involved in all issues/decisions relating to learning difficulties 
behavior problems and the statement process?

26. Do you feel it is your responsibility to secure an educational placement?

Please expand on your answer.

Literacy context

27. Does your foster child own any personal books?

If they do, what are they?

28. Did your foster child bring any personal books with them when 
they came to you?

29. Do you provide a range of books for use by everyone in your home?



Yes No
If you answered yes, what are they?

30. Do you involve yourself in your foster child’s reading activities?

Please expand your answer.

31. Do you feel it is your responsibility to read to/with your foster child?

Please expand your answer.

32. Do you buy comics and magazines for your foster child/?

33. Do you think you are responsible for providing your foster child with reading and 
writing materials?

If you answered yes, why do you think this is?

34. Do you encourage your foster child write letters, notes of thanks etc?

35 . Is library borrowing a regular activity?

If you answered yes, do you make it a family activity?

36. Is it a mandatory requirement of your placing agency that your foster child 
join a library?

37. Does your foster child have a quiet place to read/study?

If you answered yes, where is this?

38. Does your foster child have a Life Story book?

39. Are you able to spend quality time with your foster child to talk, listen 
and share special moments?

40. Have you received the guide Education Protects?

41. Does your foster child have access to Care Zone website?



42. Is it important for foster children to listen to music?
Yes No

School context (answer if applicable)

43. Do you know your foster child’s designated teacher?

44. Are you given advice on truancy and exclusion issues?

45. Does your foster child attend school regularly?

46. Has your foster child had discipline problems at school or at home?

47. Does your foster child read any other books apart from school ones?

48. Do you generally involve parents in all decisions relating to education 
including meetings with teachers and school events?

49. Do you attend school concerts/plays?

50. Do you liaise with the school regularly?

51 .Is your foster child ever taken out of school to attend a review/or 
for parental contact?

52. Has your foster child receive the action guide Who Cares? About Education?

53. Does your foster child mix well socially?

54. Do you attend parents’ evenings?

55. Do you help with homework?

56. Do you feel equipped to help with homework?

Please expand your answer.

Policy context

57. Are you fully involved in planning the care and educational needs of your foster 
child?



Yes No

58. Have you received the leaflet Educating: a guide for foster carers?

59. Does each member of the core group: social worker/school representative/ 
parent attend regular reviews with you?

If no, please explain.

60. Do you hold a Personal Education Plan for each foster child?

61. Do you receive an Assessment and Action Record when a child is placed with you?

62. Do you receive ‘essential information’ (LAC forms) on the same day a foster 
child is placed with you?

63. Do you feel an integral part of an interagency team?

If you do not, please explain.

64. Do you generally have regular productive contact and support from 
your current social worker/link worker/ family placement worker?

If you do not, please explain.

65. Are you a member of the Fostering Network?

66. Have you read the National Standards and Code of Practice?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. Please add anything else 

you think is relevant. No names or addresses are required as all information is strictly 

confidential and your anonymity is assured.

If, however, you would like to take part in a follow-up interview then please contact me: 

Barbara on 01375670461



Appendix 2

SJ/KH/Let

Dear Barbara

Thank you for letter dated 20th March 2002  regarding your PhD.

W e would be only too happy to help you in your studies. The most 
appropriate w ay forward is for you to sen d  a s  many social surveys a s  you 
wish to me, and I will distribute th ese  to the foster carers. I will arrange for the 
carers to return the com pleted social surveys and for th ese  to be sen t to you.

Your com pleted fa e c e s  would be pf great interest to my com pany, and I'd be 
really interested in obtaining a copy if possible.

P le a se  let us know if there is anything e lse  w e can do to help you in your 
studies.

Good luck with obtaining your PhD.

B est w ish es

Suzanna Jacoby 
Manager
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SOME EXAMPLES OF BOOKS FOR LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG PEOPLE:

Anderson, R. (2001). The flight o f the Emu. London/Oxford: Hodder and Stoughton. 
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