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The national picture for children in care

The low level of educational attainment of many “looked after” children is a major national concern, and many local authorities are exploring ways of providing support for these children in school and elsewhere. At any one time, about 60,000 children are in care in England (about 0.5% of all children under 18), of whom about 40% are aged 10 or under. Just over two-thirds of children in care live in foster placements, about 10% are in children’s homes, and about 10% are in the care of their parents, but still supervised by the local authority.

Many studies have established that the educational standards achieved by children who are “looked after” are lower than should be expected  (SSI/Ofsted 1997; Fletcher-Campbell 1997; Social Exclusion Unit 2003). In 2001/02, only 8% of pupils in Year 11 (aged 16) who had spent at least one year in care gained five or more GCSEs graded A* to C, compared with 50% of all Year 11 pupils. 42% of Year 11 pupils in care did not sit GCSEs or GNVQs, compared to just 4% of all children.  At Key Stage 2 (aged 11), the performance of children in care was only just over half that of their peers (Social Exclusion Unit, 2003). 

My own interviews with foster carers (unpublished research, 1999) suggested that several factors are likely to have contributed to a looked-after child’s poor levels of educational achievement (in addition to the factors which led to them being in care). For any one child, these might include:

· An inability to make the most of educational opportunities because of the effects of family disruption (which may feel akin to the effects of a bereavement, for example)

· Lack of continuity of schooling (e.g. through absence, exclusion, moving schools or frequent changes of teacher)

· Low expectations, perhaps due to the “stigma of care”, which may lead teachers, carers and the children themselves to accept low standards.

As Jackson and Sachdev (2001) say, “Teachers may be in a good position to predict educational outcomes on the basis of current performance but their estimates of children’s ability and potential are influenced by many other factors. Young people themselves (in interviews) are convinced that teachers expect less of them simply because of their care status…”

In addition, the child might suffer from:

· Lack of an adult who acts as an educational advocate for the child in the way a parent usually would, actively promoting their best educational interests.

· Lack of facilities (e.g. books, educational games and activities, and “homework space”) and a lack of educational experiences outside school.

· Delays in taking action, which exacerbate all the above. 

As one foster carer said: 

“I do short term fostering, so I’ve often got a child just for a few weeks – so I never worry about how they’re getting on with their reading or maths because they’ll get that sorted out in their next placement. Mind you, sometimes you think you’ve got someone for a week, and they’re still with you a year later.” 

The Social Exclusion Unit identified five key reasons why children in care underachieve in education:

“ (i) too many young people’s lives are characterised by instability.
  (ii) young people in care spend too much time out of school or other place of learning.

   (iii) children do not have sufficient help with their education if they get behind.

   (iv) carers are not expected, or equipped, to provide sufficient support and encouragement at home for learning and development; and

    (v) children in care need more help with their emotional, mental or physical health and wellbeing.

“The Letterbox Club” was devised as a way of beginning to improve the situation in one urban local authority, especially with regard to points (iii) and (iv) above.

The Letterbox Club: background information

The “Letterbox Club” project aimed to provide educational support at home by post, directly addressed to each child in the project. As well as improving each child’s attitude and attainment in numeracy and literacy, it was hoped that the Letterbox Club would increase their foster carer’s confidence in helping them at home.

The project is currently (September 2005) in its third round in a city LEA, and its first round in a predominantly rural LEA. The following report concentrates on the results of the first round (funded through Public Service Agreement allocations).

The support was targeted at children in Key Stage 2 (ages 7 to 11). Key Stage 2 results for children looked after continuously from 30.09.01 to 30.09.02 in the pilot LEA had shown the following, with particularly poor results in maths:

	Summer 2002
	Looked After Children at Level 4+
	All Pilot LEA children at Level 4+
	LAC results as % of Pilot LEA results
	PSA target

	English
	30%
	65%
	46%
	75%

	Maths
	17%
	66%
	21%
	65%


The steering group for the Letterbox Club included a key member of staff from each of the following: the LEA’s RALAC team (Raising Achievement of Looked After Children), the University of Leicester School of Education, the Educational Psychology Service, the Fostering team, and the Library Service. Clerical support (including sending out the parcels) came from the Special Needs Teaching Service.

Setting up the Pilot Stage (Round One)
In order to decrease the time needed for liaison and travelling, it was decided to run the pilot in one geographical area, and to target the 20 looked-after child aged 7 to 11 placed in that area in April 2003. (We also considered including any of the foster carers’ own children in this age range, but felt we did not have sufficient resources to do so). The four schools involved and all the foster carers and social workers were sent a letter explaining the purpose of the project. 

Each child, their foster carer and class teacher were given an initial questionnaire which aimed to check attitudes to school, personal book ownership and library membership. Each child’s reading was tested (using Neale) and their school’s assessment of their maths National Curriculum level was recorded.  

Contents of the parcels

Children were sent a parcel approximately once a month for six months. For the pilot stage, each parcel included a selection of small items of stationery, one or two books, and a maths activity. Choosing suitable books proved to be harder than expected, partly because of the difficulty of finding books with a low reading age that would interest key stage 2 children, but mainly because of the speed at which children’s books go out of print. Children’s and foster carers’ views of the items they were sent were collected by questionnaire after every two parcels; in addition, some children were interviewed after they had received all six parcels. 

The books and maths activities sent to each child varied according to their age and their levels of attainment in reading and maths. Books were allocated according to both “interest age” and reading age. Maths activities were chosen according to reported National Curriculum level.

The stationery items included were often linked with the maths games or activities – for example, scissors to cut something out, or a glue stick to make something. Everything needed to complete any activity was included in the parcels, to avoid creating difficulties for foster carers, or frustration for the children.

19 of the 20 children said they really liked getting the parcels, and one child said he didn’t want them, “because I’m not special needs”.

Children’s and foster carers’ evaluations

The questionnaires and interviews showed that children liked the non-fiction and poetry books they received. One foster carer commented, “I’d never have got a book of poems to read to my foster son. But they were good because a poem is quite a short thing to read to him, so we don’t get fed up. And he can read a poem to himself, once we’ve read it together a few times.”  Illustrated stories and story tapes were also popular, although not every family had a tape player that children could use on their own. All the items of stationery were appreciated, including materials for children’s own writing and drawing. As one girl wrote, “I’m using them a lot. I’m needing a new exercise book because it’s full”.

Maths games were more popular than other maths activities, and several foster carers reported enjoying playing the games with the target child and with other children in their household.

Receiving the parcels at regular intervals does seem to have increased the frequency of foster carers reading to children, and of children asking to be read to. In addition, there is evidence of children reading to each other, and talking about how to improve their reading.

Here is an excerpt from an interview with one child, Daniel, who was in the same foster placement as his younger sister, Dominique:

Interviewer
OK, and you read to Dominique now as well, don’t you?

Daniel
Yep

Int

Did you used to read to her before?

Daniel
No, when I didn’t have books I couldn’t.

Int
Well, what a stupid question that was, wasn’t it. How can you read to her if you haven’t got any books! But now you’ve got some you can read to her?

Daniel
Yep

Int
Do you think it has helped Dominique a little bit?

Daniel
Yea, cause she um, she like wants to read a Harry Potter. And I said to her, starting, you go on easy ones, then try, than think you can do it then and then keep on doing it, cause she needs to practise her reading.

Int
She does, doesn’t she?

Daniel
With hard work.

Int 
Yes and you can help her with that now.

Daniel
Yea.

Several children mentioned the importance of having the Letterbox padded envelope addressed to them by name, and that there was a letter to them in the parcel. Several children said it was the first time they had ever had a letter or a parcel. Many children had kept the envelopes. 

In parcel 3, children were each given two sheets of personalised name labels saying “This book belongs to …” with their name filled in. These were very popular, and three foster carers reported that their children bought second-hand children’s books at the next car boot sale or jumble sale they went to, in order that they could put their labels in them.

Key difficulties

There were some difficulties with maintaining an up-to-date address list for the children; it was important that this was given priority, to maintain continuity. A good administrative system was essential to the success of the project. Once a child had started receiving Letterbox parcels, they would continue to the end of the six months, even if the child left care. 

None of the children in the sample were members of the library at the start of the project. Library membership cards, leaflets and bookmarks were included in three parcels, but only one child joined the library as a result of this. Future rounds of the project would explore other ways of encouraging library membership. For example, there might be something in every parcel that advertised a particular feature of library use, such as being able to borrow story tapes or get help with homework. It may also be possible to provide each child with a library ticket rather than a membership form, with a named invitation to their nearest local library. 

Evidence of children’s progress

The initial testing of reading, and the check on each child’s status on the Special Needs register, provided a useful focus for the teachers, social workers and foster carers who worked with each child, sometimes drawing attention to the need for further action to improve the child’s educational prospects. It was evident that it would be helpful to find ways of sharing the “Letterbox” assessments of each child in a systematic way with foster carers, schools, social workers, and independent chairs (who run review meetings about each child).

The use of National Curriculum levels did not provide sufficiently detailed information about children’s attainment in maths, so practical tests are being developed to use for testing in Rounds Two and Three.

The initial testing indicated the following:

14 children out of 20 with reading ages significantly below their chronological ages; 1 child with reading age at chronological age; 5 children with reading ages above chronological ages.

Children from Round One were tested again in April 2004 (ie one year from their initial tests). The results were encouraging, particularly for children whose progress before had been very poor. The results for the 9 children still at primary school at the end of the pilot are shown below.

	Child

	Year Group ‘04

	Age ‘03

	Reading age ‘03

	Reading age ‘04

	NC maths ‘03

	NC maths ‘04

	Improvement in attitude?


	A

	Y4

	8:02

	below 6

	below 6

	1

	1

	Yes


	B

	Y4

	8:03

	below 6

	below 6

	1

	1

	Yes


	C

	Y4

	8:08

	6:01

	6:08

	1 /2

	2

	Yes


	D

	Y5

	8:11

	7:10

	9:02

	3

	3

	Yes


	E

	Y5

	9:01

	below 6

	6:06

	1

	2

	
	F

	Y5

	9:05

	below 6

	below 6

	1 /2

	2

	Yes


	G

	Y6

	9:08

	below 6

	6:03

	2/3

	3

	Yes


	H

	Y6

	10:0

	7:06

	9:00

	1 /2

	2

	Yes


	J

	Y6

	10:4

	7:11

	9:01

	2/3

	3

	Yes



	


All these children started with reading ages more than a year behind their chronological ages, so they had been making much less than a year’s progress each year.  Child D, Child H and Child J made 16 months, 18 months and 14 months’ progress from April 2003 to April 2004: Child C and Child E made about 6 or 7 months’ progress, which was more than previously. 6 of the 9 children showed improvement in mathematics.   

It would not be reasonable to attribute all the children’s progress during the year to the Letterbox Club, as they were also attending school. However, 19 of the 20 children and foster carers felt it had helped them, and they had enjoyed getting the parcels. The social and emotional benefits to the majority of the children were also evident from their comments in the questionnaires and interviews, particularly about having something of their own, addressed to them, which they could then share with others.

Round Two, 2004

For the second round, it was decided to include only children in Year 3 and Year 5, rather than all children in Key Stage 2. This would mean that children who received parcels in Year 3 who were still in care in Year 5, could receive a second round of parcels later on.  Round One had run from October to March; it was decided that Round Two and successive rounds would start in June so that their parcels would cover the long summer holiday, and would take children from Year 3 to Year 4, or Year 5 to Year 6. It is hoped this will provide helpful continuity of support at home during the transition from one class to the next. 

37 children received the first parcel. The contents were similar to Round One, but with only one book in most parcels, not two, to cut the cost. In addition, the selection of books was simplified, from four possibilities per parcel to just two: younger interest age, or older interest age.

After initial testing, we realised that a higher proportion of the children in Round Two were attending special schools, and hence the contents of the parcels might not be appropriate for their level of attainment. We will evaluate this separately, to see whether alternative provision in the future is likely to be more useful than the Letterbox Club.

Children who are looked after outside the Pilot LEA were included in Round Two, but we did not have sufficient staff to arrange visits to them for initial testing. Instead, we relied on information gathered from their schools, where available.

Results from pre- and post-testing for children in Round Two are currently being checked and collated.

The interviews which were carried out with children after Round 2 provided many useful comments and suggestions from children about the contents of the parcels. Items of stationery which had been very inexpensive to purchase were very popular, and children were making good use of them. For example,

Tyler (in Year 6) said he had been very pleased to get a different kind of pen each time he got a parcel, because he has cerebral palsy and he had worked out which pen helped him do the best handwriting.  Dillon (Year 6) said he really liked getting the red exercise books with lines in, but he would like a plain paper book, too, sometimes.  Ashley (Year 4) said he had been using the highlighter pen to help him learn his spellings. 

One child said that the best thing about having some books of his own, was that now he could take a book to school, not just borrow books from school. 

Summary of benefits

The key benefits of the project seem to have been as follows:

(a) Further information about children. The testing of children’s reading and number work provided useful information that could be shared with teachers, social workers, carers and the children themselves. In Round Two, it provided screening information for every looked-after child in Year 3 and Year 5, and sometimes prompted the provision of further support. 

(b) Involvement of children in their own learning. Almost all the children welcomed the chance to read and play number games at home, and many seemed to have a more positive outlook on work at school as a result. Children appreciated the personalised nature of the materials.

(c) Increased involvement of carers. The parcels provided materials that the child usually showed to the carer, and then asked the carer to read or play with them (rather than the carer having to approach the child). Carers were able to share quite short amounts of time with children but in a very focused and effective way, using new materials each month.

(d) Actual gains in reading and number. Even though the sample group is quite small, the gains in attainment have been worthwhile, particularly considering the entrenched nature of some children’s difficulties.
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