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ABSTRACT

In both England and France, looked after children are more likely to have problems in school,
relatively low levels of academic achievement and drop out early from education, in comparison with
other children. Children in residential care in both countries tend to represent those in most difficulty.
This paper is based on a comparative study into the education of children in residential care in France
and in England, with a specific focus on identifying positive responses and initiatives. The research
seeks to compare and transfer ideas about how to address the issue of educational engagement and
school ‘dropout’ in children’s residential care. The study is conducted within a consideration of both
national care systems and public policies. One of the objectives is to identify protective factors and
good practice with respect to the promotion of school engagement and positive achievement within
the residential care systems for children in England and France. The proposed paper will present the
first results and analysis of this research. The research compares how both countries respond
nationally and locally to the needs of these children. The research took place in two French
departments (départements) in 2008-2009 and in two English county local authorities in 2009-2010.
The research includes observations and secondary data analysis, as well as interviews with children
and professionals.



THE RESEARCH

The research is a comparative study between France and England. The aim is to study the education of
Looked After Children (LAC) in France and England, and in particular to consider good practices,
policies and experiences that have a positive impact and could help improve children's education and
achievement. In England, there is research over a 20 years of academic literature whereas in France
this topic is just starting to gain salience.

BACKGROUND

English literature

Since Essen’s publication in 1976, research regularly points to the poor achievement of looked after
children in comparison with the rest of the population (Berridge, Dance, & Beecham, 2008; Biehal,
Clayden, & Stein, 1992; Essen, Lambert, & Head, 1976; Heath, Colton, & Aldgate, 1994; Jackson,
2006; Jackson & McParlin, 1987; Martin & Jackson, 2002).Children in care are also more likely to be
excluded from school, have more issues of attendance, leave school earlier and have a higher rate of
unemployment than the general population (Bevort & Trancart, 2003; Goddard, 2000; Harker, Dobel-
Ober, Lawrence, Berridge, & Sinclair, 2003). These disadvantages affect their education, and life
opportunities, physical, mental and social well-being (Chase, Simon, & Jackson, 2006). They suffer
structural marginalisation, due to the lack of efficient responses from social services and are more
likely to have mental health disorders (McAuley & Davis, 2009; McParlin, 1996). In 1983, Sonia
Jackson analysed this population and started to discuss what causes could be associated with these
educational difficulties in an article which is often cited as the benchmark on this topic (Jackson &
McParlin, 1987). Since this study, the contributory factors of LAC’s low achievement are now better
understood thanks to a wide corpus of research. Some of the more influential elements occur before
any placement. Children in care have mainly experienced traumatic backgrounds, neglect or
maltreatment, which could have a deep impact on their concentration and well-being. LAC mainly
come from socially deprived families and environments (Bebbington & Miles, 1989; ODAS, 2003).
These families tend to have shorter schooling and achieve less than the global population, and this
weakens children’s education (Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, & Tremblay, 1997; Kronick & Hargis,
1998; Rumberger, 1987). Children in care are more likely come from families where there are mental
health disorders, alcohol problems and conduct disorders (DoH, 1995).

Some of the particular features of care provision can also have a negative influence on education. The
instability of the placement or the school placements are frequently reported and they have a direct
impact on children’s education and achievement (Fletcher-Campbell & Archer, 2003; Millet & Thin,
2005). Care workers have an important influence on LAC. The lack of professional efficiency forms
one of the main elements cited by the literature as having a negative effect. Inadequate corporate
parenting, in particular the failure of social services and education departments to work together
adequately, usually due to a lack of communication and coordination malfunctioning make education
more difficult (Berridge, et al., 2008; Harker, et al., 2003). Professionals are also influential in the way
they elaborate the objectives of the care: the low expectations of care workers and social workers have
for these children can hamper positive progression (Borland, 2000; Firth & Horrocks, 1996).
Professionals sometime do not value and prioritise education (Harker, et al., 2003). A lack of
educational materials and facilities is also a a major factor impeding children’s progress when they
need to complete home work or study at home. (Martin & Jackson, 2002). Individual factors, such as
low self-esteem or a lack of confidence can also interfere with education (Jackson & McParlin, 1987).



At school, LAC tend to have more exclusions.(Jackson, 1994), this is a high risk factor associated
with school drop out (Fortin, Marcotte, Royer, & Potvin, 2005a).

Later research adopts a positive perspective to these issues (Jackson, 1998; Lindsay & Foley, 1999;
Little & Kelly, 1995; Martin & Jackson, 2002; Weick & Saleebey, 1995). Some protective factors
have been identified that reinforce educational achievement namely: reducing the stockpile of
children’s problems, reinforcing encouragement and educational support, ensuring the stability and
security of placements, guaranteeing a secure base, reinforcing self-esteem/self worth self-
directedness and self efficacy of children and young people, having a mentor or a privileged
relationship with a supportive adult, having a quiet place to work and efficient partnership between
services (Gilligan, 2001). It is important to develop the skills of professionals to enable them to work
together and to increase this form of partnerships (Parker, Ward, Jackson, Aldgate, & Wedge, 1991).
The responsibility of the education of Looked After Children is not one person’s responsibility, but
that of professionals, locally and nationally (Gallagher, Brannan, Jones, & Westwood, 2004) in the
development of corporate parenting. Corporate parenting is describe as “the collective responsibility
of local authorities to achieve good parenting” (DfEE/DoH, 1999, p. 12).

French Literature

A literature search failed to find any French research on the subject. There is some research on
Children in Care, and few books written by professionals or former professionals refer to it, but only
superficially and none has a whole chapter dedicated to it. The only French research available is on
adults who have left a placement (Dumaret & Coppel-Batsch, 1996; Frechon & Dumaret, 2008). As
Sonia Jackson reported in 1987 in England, the lack of research on this topic show that, in France, it is
not a subject of interest to researchers. According to French teachers, Looked After Children are not
seen as a distinct population, and according to French care workers, their education does not warrant a
specific approach.

The school dropout risk/protective factors approach

The literature on school dropouts provides useful strands of material relating to LAC (Fortin,
Marcotte, Royer, & Potvin, 2005b; Janosz, et al., 1997). If school dropout is defined as leaving school
without qualifications, literature describing the complex and long process which precede this leaving
is of importance. Most of the time it is during this period that elements interfere with education and
could lead to leaving without diploma or qualification (Millet & Thin, 2005).

The majority of the elements pointed out by the English research on education of LAC, and the
elements from this research in both countries indicate that being a LAC is a risk factor in dropping out
of schooling. For example, research has identified as risk factors the socio-economic factors (Battin-
Pearson, et al., 2000; Jimerson, Egeland, Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; Rumberger, 1987), the frequent
moves, the familial climate (Potvin, et al., 1999) and its structure (Rumberger, 1987), the low support,
the low expectations, the weak supervision from parents or their social activities, or the lack of
material and learning opportunities (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Fortin, et al., 2005b).
These elements are frequent in Looked After Children’s lives. Moreover, some indicators of a high
risk of school breakdown are more frequent for children in care, like truancy (Rumberger, 1987), or
behaviours difficulties (Jimerson, et al., 2000).

The accumulation of risk factors raises the risk of drop out. Children in care accumulate risk factors,
because of the maltreatment or neglect most of them have experienced, and their resultant low self-
esteem or depression. They usually come from a family with poor economic circumstances and a low
levels of parental support. The placement resolves some issues, but can be a cause of further factors,
like low expectations, low support and frequency of moves between placements.



METHODOLOGY

The main part of the research was composed of semi-structured face-to-face interviews with children,
young people, social workers, care workers and managers (n=90). They are complemented by
secondary data analysis and observation. National data and data from the local authority (or the
French area) was analysed as were the children’s case files. More than five hundred hours were spent
in the homes in France and in England in order to have a better understanding of them and the way
they were working.

The sample is composed of four long term children homes in each country. one area in France and one
local authority in England form the geographic boundaries of the study. The home managers were
asked to agree to be part of the research. There were some refusals in France, none in England. As
indicated earlier homes were visited and a lot of people in the home were interviewed. Consent from
each child in the study was sought The young in the homes are six to twenty years old. Children aged
14 or more formed a larger part of the sample as, they have a clearer view of their situation and in
some situations(mainly in France)., they have to start thinking about what they want to do in the future
In England twenty care workers, one teacher, five social workers, one psychologist, four managers
and ten young people (five boys and five girls) were interviewed. In France twenty one care workers,
three teachers, three managers, four psychologists and thirty-one young people (thirteen boys and
eighteen girls) were interviewed.

The data was anonymised, the interviews are treated as confidential and the recordings were held
securely and anonymously. All staff and children were provided with information about the research
and their participation was voluntary. Mindful of the vulnerability of the young people and every
effort to avoid any line of questioning that could have been upsetting was made.

CONTEXT

Both systems have the protection and the safety of the child as a first objective, and they are quite
similar in the construction of their response to the protection of children and young people. The main
placements of LAC are in foster care and residential homes. Children and young people are also
placed in the family, the extend family or with friends. In both countries residential care hosts the
most challenging children (Sellick, 1998). In England, these children achieve less and have higher
rates of exclusion and truancy than children in foster care (Goddard, 2000). The biggest difference
between the two systems is that the English care system has integrated education and achievement of
young people as main objectives and has developed some specific support to try to reach these aims.

DISCUSSION

An analysis of national data reveals a gap between the two countries. In England, data are collected on
this population notably from educational sources. The continuous publication of data on this
population shows that there are still some challenges to be met. The literature shows an achievement
gap between children in care and the general population. Children in care still achieve less than the
general population on average, only 14% of looked after children achieved five or more GCSE/GNVQ
A*-C, compared with 65% of the whole school population in 2008, 28% of looked after children have
a special educational needs statement, compared with only 3% of the whole school population (DCSF,
2009Db).

In France, these data are not collected, either nationally or locally. The sample for this research is not
big enough to have significant information about achievement and qualifications. The low number
does not permit any generalizations. Insufficient data is available to know how far the population of
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the sample is representative of the children in care in France, but in general, from the interviews, an
insight into the situation of children in care was gained, particularly from the staff point of view. As
with interviews in England, those spoken to in France highlighted the degree of educational
difficulties Looked After Children have.

Truancy, attendance and expulsion

The gathering of data is also conducted differently. In England, staff have a register of attendance,
they note if a child or young person is at school, refuses to go, is sick, is missing, has an authorized
absence, is sent home, is in police custody or in court, is attending a meeting, or if he has no
educational placement or no provision for the day. French homes do not have such a register. There is
some correspondence between schools and care workers and monitoring of school reports and
educational reports, but it is less common practice.

The comparison of some data allows initial analysis about the differences between the two countries
and the young people who are in residential care. In three English homes from the sample, the overall
truancy rate over three years is around 25%, and the exclusions rate is around 5%. These are strong
risk factors of school dropout and these two rates are quite high in comparison with the global
population (DCSF, 2009c¢, 2009d).

The French data are, again, not significant but they are a first indicator showing the need to go further.
Analysis shows that, for 102 school pupil years (over 3 years) 21 exclusions and 59 days of truancy
were recorded. The specification of each day (sickness, day off, custody, no provision...) is not
specified and the first date and the last date of each placement are not always referenced. So it is
impossible to have an exact rate of exclusion and truancy. This tendency is confirmed by the
interviews and shows that truancy and exclusion are much less present in France. Without a
quantitative analysis, it seems that English young people have a greater absence rate, while in France
the norm of going to school every day is stronger.

The state of education of Looked After Children in France

In France, the limited literature reveals similarities in the research and policies with those in England
twenty years ago. Children in care usually came from a family with social difficulties (ODAS, 2003),
they are in care for the same reason as in England, mainly because of physical and mental
maltreatment. The educational issues of this population are quite similar with the one observed in
England. The majority of the professionals report big issues in the education, achievement and
orientation of young people. This shows the need for quantitative data and analysis. Children in care
from this research are more likely to go to vocational training or placement in a special school than
occurs in the general population. The specific issues emerging from this research, in contrast to the
situation in England, are the number of staff, the number of children and the environment of work.
The French staff/ratio is 1 staff for 4 to 6 young people (it's 1 for 1 to 2 in England). The homes are
quite a lot bigger than in England and some could have up to 28 places (6 in England). So there is less
staff to look after the children. The biggest consequence is that staff don’t have a lot of time to
dedicate to every child or young person, and very little time to manage education. Children and young
people do not have a quiet study room to do their work, and usually they do it in a common room, or
in their bedroom. These conditions can be a discouragement to working in the home.

The evolution of the care home population

The care home population of England has evolved over time to include more children from the most
difficult backgrounds. The care system has tried to reduce the number of children in care (Rowlands &
Statham, 2009) and to reduce the proportion of children in residential care (DCSF, 2009a). The
children and young people in residential care are those who have experienced a lot of placement
breakdown or where social workers and care workers consider that a foster care placement is not
appropriate for them. Social services tend to value foster care over placement in children's homes. The
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latter is usually a step after foster care: children who are placed in a home have ordinarily been in
several foster care placements. There is a slow shift in the constitution of the population in residential
care towards the most challenging children and young people, with the most complicated situations.
These changes seem to have an impact on care workers, in terms of their motivation and impression
about what is possible and what could they expect from children in homes. In France the distribution
in the different type of placement remains static (Bailleau & Trespeux, 2009). Some young people are
placed in residential care as their first placement. Thus the two populations are different both in terms
of issues and challenges.

The level of professional expectations

In England, despite the findings of research and support available, some negative or pessimistic
expectations from Care Workers can still be observed. The data from this study tentatively provides
some explanations. Firstly, the progression of the population of children and young people in
residential care could have an impact on the carers’ points of view. The care workers don't see this
progression and they tend to maintain the impression of a population accumulating difficulties and
facing a difficult future. Resignation to this situation was witnessed frequently in the interviews.
Children's and young people's capacity and possibilities are perceived as low, and the care worker's
consequent expectations are at the same low level. However, the English government, and local
authorities encourage professionals to have high expectations in recent times (DfES, 2006; SEU,
2003).

In France, the situation is quite similar to that in England twenty years ago, education of children in
care is not an objective for social workers and care workers. They don't work in support of it they
perceive this to be solely responsibility of teachers, while they focus on children’s trauma and
immediate well-being, this can have serious consequences on the children’s future. Care workers from
both countries reported a lack in their training with regard to their role in children’s education. In
France the matter of education is not approached and the professional interviewed are convinced that
this is really important to work efficiently with children. So, there is a main feeling that education
should be valued. In England they have a specific one day training for this topic, but it is still not
sufficient according to care workers, they need more training and more tools to work with in
supporting children and young people's education.

Work in partnership

English professionals (social worker and care workers) pointed out some real progress in their
partnerships with other services. Some initiatives have been implemented which improve partnership
and cooperation between department or services, like the Personal Education Plan (PEP) (DfEE/DoH,
2000, Hayden, 2005). Some specific posts in schools, local authorities and children home have been
implemented so that at least one professional is aware of the children’s educational progression. These
staff are aware of the work and the tasks of each other, and this facilitates cooperative practice. In the
children’s home there is an educational lead, in the school there is on designated teacher, and in the
social services, there are some education welfare officer and the manager for vulnerable children. In
schools, the awareness of the particularities of this population is supported by the designated teacher.
They know the LAC who are in the school and they are aware of their education. In the children
services of the local authorities, the education welfare officer is in charge of the school attendance and
he meets the parents or the carers if a problem arises. Another post was created: the manager for
vulnerable children. Their objective is to work specifically with children and they coordinate meetings
between education services and carers to improve the work on education. Children homes give the
responsibility of education to one person, the educational lead. He has to create a dynamic of the
education team (set up a time table and a school day in the home, support children school work, etc.)



In France care workers do not see teachers very often, they mainly meet each other when a problem
arises, and it can be in an ambiance of conflicts or tensions. There are some disagreements about
sharing of information. There is no link between different services, each places responsibility onto the
other: care workers are not teachers and cannot work on education and teachers can not deal with the
specific problems the children encounter

The impact of the care home climate

Placement in a care home provide an environment where the child or the young person has a new
opportunity to develop. If he or she is in long term care this new home can have as major influence as
would a family. The extent of this impact depends on the time he or she is in this home and the contact
the child has with family. In both countries, children homes can be quite different in their dynamic and
their climate. Different elements interact and influence each other and can have a big impact on
professionals’ working and the way children and young people are looked after. Different actors have
their own influence on this climate. First of all the manager of the home is mainly cited in interviews
as the source of this dynamic. The way he/she manages the home and the care home team provides the
direction and extent to which education is valued or not. In each home with education as a main
objective, the education lead seemed to be dynamic and influential on the team. They are not only the
main link with schools, but also develop a real priority for education, with routines for working at the
home, linking with schools and key teachers, they know the school system, job or vocational options..

The personalities of children in a home at any particular time also has an important impact on the
home dynamic. Children influence can each other in positive ways but also often negatively. Children
also have a big influence on the staff dynamic and their overall view. For example, a group who
accumulate difficulties can reduce care workers motivation and affect a shift on their standards, they
could see this group as typical of the Looked After Children population, and lowering their perception
about what they think is possible can cause a reduction in care workers’ objectives.

The variation in type and the level of support

As discussed, some changes have been made in England for the support of Looked After Children,
especially regarding their education. During the interviews, the improvement in the level of support
was recognized by professionals. They recognized that the adaptation of the environments in
children’s homes (less children in the home, room for school work), the designation of specific staff
with responsibility for education and the optimization of the partnership between the services are seen
as very supportive of the children. Staff feel that is helpful for them and for children and young
people, even though some progress is still needed. In France support remain the same as in the past
focussed on care. In homes, there is little support for education because of the low expectations of
care workers, they can't spare a lot of time for each child, particularly for homework. Staff are few in
number given the number of children, they have a heavy work load, and this could be a reason for
insufficient time being devoted to each individual child. Those children and young people who are
well engaged indicated that this individual attention was a important source of support. They usually
cited one specific care worker (very often their key worker), the education lead, one member or their
family, or a peer (friend or their boy/girlfriend) as the person providing this support.

In France young people are going more frequently and earlier into vocational training. They can start
as early as year nine (about fourteen years old). This seems to engage better those who have
difficulties in mainstream school, and serves to keep them in schooling with objectives and ambition.

In France, there is no specific training geared towards the support of the education of Looked After
Children, neither for teachers nor care workers. However some local initiatives are organised by some
homes and an initiatives are sometimes launched by individual managers. Some of these solutions are
quite similar to the institutional support put in place in England.



Cross-professional experience can be very important. Some of the care workers who value education
come mostly from the education/schooling system, some of them are former-teachers, and they are
among the most dynamic regarding school issues. They insist on the importance of regularity in the
school work and keeping a routine for children and young people. Usually, education is not a priority
for care workers, the majority of them insist on the background of children and young people and the
reasons that could explain these difficulties, and this can sometimes be used as an excuse to slow
down education. The educational staff interviewed in this research insisted on the importance of the
initiative in motivating young people and care workers too.

Local initiatives

With a common base of supports and practices, local initiatives seem to make the differences between
the homes. In France, one home from the sample had implemented a lead education staff and a family
staff (who is in charge of contact with parents). Care workers interviewed pointed out some positive
effects of these developments. They have more time to look after the children and young people, the
lead education staff has better contact with the educational network. He has a better knowledge about
what is important at school and about what is needed for the child. This role is still strongly attached
to the person, not the job. When a lead educationalist moved, the initiative was vulnerable.

In France, state schools don't make specific provisions for pupils with special educational needs.
Despite some specific systems for children with specific needs, there is none for those who are in care,
and it is perceived as a lack that needs addressing. Care workers work sometimes with private schools,
who provide for this. They develop a partnership where specific provisions could be implemented and
reviews conducted when necessary. Private schools can be more flexible with pupils, with less
children in each group, so they are able to develop more one to one teaching. Some local partnerships
could be set up between care home and schools (private and public),but this depends greatly on the
individuals. Care workers could work more frequently with some schools because they know some of
the teachers, and they know the way they work and believe it is appropriate for the child.

CONCLUSION

In England, the continuity of gathering data and ongoing research enables one to observe a positive
long term evolution of policy, provision and practice (Chase, et al.,, 2006; Goddard, 2000). Care
worker training is maybe the next step to improve engagement with education. In France the value of
education and the tools to work in support of education has to be taught in the training of care
workers. While there is still some progress to be made, in England education is valued and it has an
impact on staff, children and young people. In England, success is due to personal and institutional
initiatives whereas in France the success observed is due to personal effort on the part of individual
care workers. A policy is urgently needed in France to enable better understanding of the needs of, and
support required to improve children’s education and achievement. In both countries, residential care
does not provide a better educational support than that the average student receives, and there is a
need for significant improvement (Heath, et al., 1994) so that LAC students can close the gap in
achievement with the rest of the population (Jackson, 1998).
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