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Executive Summary 
 

Context 

• Skills Development Scotland’s comprehensive Career Information, Advice and 

Guidance service supports individuals of all ages to develop Career Management Skills. 

• Although the gap between looked after young people and all school leavers in Scotland 

has been reducing over time, as a group they continue to have poorer educational and 

post-school outcomes than all school leavers in Scotland. As such, an extensive policy 

context underpins the aim of SDS, and other services, to continue to improve outcomes 

and reduce inequality for care experienced young people.  

• As a Corporate Parent, SDS has a legislative responsibility to ensure that services meet 

the needs of care experienced young people and that their views are taken into 

account. This aligns with SDS’s wider commitment to continuous improvement. 

Research Methodology 

• The focus of this small scale research project was qualitative research. It involved 25 

care experienced young people across twelve in-depth, individual interviews and two 

focus groups. A secondary literature review was also completed. 

Providing a service that care experienced young people value 

• The young people had aspirations like 

any other young people and were willing 

to take extended pathways if necessary 

to achieve their goals. 

• All of the young people had engaged 

with SDS CIAG services and the majority 

had a positive experience. Sharing this 

good practice will allow SDS colleagues 

to replicate this positive experience for all 

care experienced young people.  

• It was important that SDS colleagues be 

friendly, helpful and encouraging. Most 

young people found this to be the case. 

• A key factor in satisfaction was the 

consideration given to their aspirations 

and the support to pursue them through 

development of a long term plan. 

• Strong relationships were seen as pivotal 

in providing a good service to care 

experienced young people. They wanted 

corporate parents to genuinely care 

about them and their lives.  

This research identified seven key factors 

in providing a valuable service to care 

experienced young people: 
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Introduction, context and methodology 
 

Introduction 

This report summarises findings of research with care experienced young people1 to 

understand their views of post-school transitions, SDS’s Career Information, Advice and 

Guidance (CIAG) service and Modern Apprenticeships.  

It contributes to an ongoing programme of research to inform continuous improvement of 

SDS’s CIAG service. It will inform development, implementation and / or reporting against 

the Corporate Parenting Action Plan and CIAG and Modern Apprenticeship Equality Action 

Plans. It will also support the work SDS is currently undertaking to reduce inequality 

through Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce.  

Aims and objectives 

This research aimed to explore the views of care experienced young people in terms of 

their transitions from school to post-school destinations, Modern Apprenticeships as a 

destination, and their experiences of SDS CIAG services.  

Context 

• In 2014/15, 15,404 of the approximately 1 million children under the age of 18 in 

Scotland were looked after and 1,266 young people became care leavers2. Of all school 

leavers, 1.6% were looked after for either part of or the full year before leaving school3.  

• Outcomes for looked after young people are improving over time and many leave 

school to a positive destination. However, differences still persists between the 

outcomes for looked after young people compared to all school leavers.(4)  

• Looked after young people tend to be more likely to leave school aged 16 years or 

under than all school leavers and to leave with fewer or no qualifications. They are less 

likely to achieve and sustain a positive destination than all school leavers.(4)  

• Looked after young people at more risk of poorer outcomes tend to be looked after ‘part 

year’ rather than ‘full year’, have multiple care placements across the year and / or are 

looked after at home rather than away from home.(4) 

• Underpinning efforts to improve the outcomes of looked after young people and care 

leavers is an extensive policy landscape, developed over may years. 

• Developing the Young Workforce, Scotland’s Youth Employment Strategy4 (2014) 

outlines an aspiration to advance equality for care experienced young people by 

providing a clear picture of their choices as well as the skills and knowledge to make 

                                            
1
 A child / young person is legally looked after if subject to a supervision requirement, voluntary agreement, permanence 

order or authorisation/warrant. They may be looked after ‘away from home’ in the community (e.g. foster/kinship care) or 
residential accommodation or ‘at home’ with their parent(s). A young person is legally a care leaver if they cease to be 
looked after on or after their 16

th
 Birthday. SDS has opted to use care experienced which includes the legal definitions 

and extends it to any young people who may have been looked after at some point in the past. 
2
 Scottish Government (2016), http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/03/5133/downloads  

3
 The Scottish Government (2016), http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/06/7455/downloads  

4
 Scotland’s Youth Employment Strategy (2014), http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2014/12/7750  
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informed choices. It commits to increasing positive destinations for looked after young 

people by four percentage points per year, to reach parity with all young people by 2021. 

• The 2009 Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act5 introduced 

specific duties relating to looked after children based on evidence of the “significant 

cultural and institutional barriers which impede their success in school education”. They 

are now automatically deemed to have additional support needs unless it is determined 

that they don’t require additional support to benefit from school education. As an 

appropriate agency in the Act, SDS has a responsibility to support looked after young 

people and care leavers, specifically during their school to post-school transition. 

• Part 9 of the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act (2014)6 provides a legislative 

framework for corporate parenting and puts a collective responsibility on 24 named 

public bodies, including SDS,  to meet the needs of looked after children and care 

leavers. It also introduces a Statutory Child’s Plan for all young people in care. 

• For all eligible children and young people, corporate parents must be alert to matters 

which, or which might, adversely affect their wellbeing, assess their needs, promote 

their interests, seek to provide them with opportunities to promote their wellbeing and 

help them access these opportunities. They must also keep their Corporate Parenting 

approach under constant review, seeking improvement wherever possible.7 

• SDS’s Corporate Parenting Plan 2015-188, published in October 2016, outlines 16 

commitments to be implemented over the three year period. These were based on 

extensive consultation with colleagues, customers and partners, including this research.  

Methodology 

The main focus of this project was primary qualitative research which involved 25 care 

experienced young people across 12 in-depth, individual interviews and 2 focus groups. 

Finding avenues to recruit young people was challenging and the fieldwork took longer 

than intended taking place between August 2015 and January 2016. The background to 

the project was explained to the young people. They gave signed consent to take part and 

received a shopping voucher as a thank you for participation.  

The discussions were transcribed and analysed to produce a Thematic Framework: 

BACKGROUND 
EXPERIENCE OF 
POST-SCHOOL 
TRANSITIONS 

MODERN 
APPRENTICESHIPS 

(MAs) 

VIEWS OF SDS 
CIAG SERVICES 

RELATIONSHIPS 

• Location, gender 
& age  

• Type of 
accommodation  

• Personal 
circumstances 

• School & 
qualifications 

• Post-school 
destinations 

• Aspirations 

• Pathways 

• Awareness/uptake 

• Pathways to MAs 

• Views of MAs as 
an opportunity 

• Awareness/uptake 

• Amount & timing of 
support 

• Quality of support 

• Benefits/outcomes 

• What makes a 
good relationship 

• Relationships with 
SDS 

• Corporate 
Parenting 

Case studies were also developed to illustrate the views of the young people.  
                                            
5
 The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2009, http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2009/7/contents  

6
 Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014, http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2014/8/contents/enacted  

7
 Kennedy, L (2015), CELCIS. Corporate Parenting: Enabling implementation of Part 9, 

https://www.celcis.org/files/8014/4829/6138/Corporate_Parenting-Enabling_implementation_Part_9.pdf  
8
 SDS Corporate Parenting Plan, https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/42420/corporate-parenting-plan.pdf  
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Views of care experienced young people: key messages 

 

Background 

• Young people were recruited in Glasgow and the surrounding areas through SDS 

colleagues, the Launchpad employability programme and Who Cares? Scotland. As 

such, the study included young people currently engaging with SDS services and those 

who were not. There was an even gender split for interview participants while focus 

group participants were predominantly female. They ranged in age from 16 to 27 years.   

• The young people in this study had often been ‘looked after’ in multiple types of 

accommodation, e.g. at home, in foster care and / or in residential accommodation. 

They had often experienced difficulties in their home lives, including substance misuse, 

offending behaviour and the premature death of family members.  

• It was notable that the young people viewed these experiences as a matter of fact and 

mentioned them more for context than as an explanation of any challenges the young 

people may have been facing then or now. Although the older individuals, with 

hindsight, were more likely to refer to the negative impact of such circumstances.  

• The young people also referred to their own substance use, involvement with gangs, 

fighting and offending behaviour. At times this was mentioned in relation to wanting a 

better future away from what they felt to be a wrong path. 

Experience of post-school transitions 

• More often than not the young people spoke of having bad experiences of school. 

These experiences reflect official statistics; that looked after young people tend to leave 

school at a younger age and / or with fewer qualifications than all school leavers.  

• The young people often lacked confidence. This had an impact on the post-school 

opportunities that they felt ready to take up, e.g. going to College or undertaking a 

Modern Apprenticeship. It also had an impact on their likelihood to independently 

access and engage with SDS’s CIAG services. 

• Almost all of the young people in this study had aspirations for their futures. They 

wanted the security of a career they would enjoy. However, they were realistic. If their 

current qualifications or experience were a barrier to achieving their aspirations in the 

short term, they accepted this.  

• The important thing was to feel that their aspiration had been given proper consideration. 

They wanted to at least try to achieve it before moving on to a back-up plan and did not 

appear daunted by the length of time or the number of smaller steps it would take. 

 “I’ve had to start from the bottom to get into engineering. I’ve applied to college to 
do an NC in Applied Sciences. That’s Chemistry, Biology, Physics, Biotechnology 

and Forensic Science. I have to do all that before I can get into an NC in 
Engineering and then obviously HNC, Uni or whatever. So, it’s no always easy but if 

you really want the job you need to stick to it.” 
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• This was reflected in the post-school transitions described by the young people. They 

showed extended pathways to their desired destination with many smaller steps. The 

young people were at various stages along the way to achieving their aspirations. 

• Those who had a long term plan for achieving their aspirations appreciated the value of 

this. These plans were mostly perceived to have been developed post-school with 

support from SDS. The young people would have liked to begin developing this plan 

earlier, even in a more flexible form. Preferably before they made subject choices in 

school. They felt this would have helped them to focus on their future and encouraged 

them to work harder at school. Those who felt that they didn’t have a long term plan 

would have liked one.  

“If you have no goals to aim towards then there’s no point. If you get goals, once 
you achieve that first goal you feel good so you want to start achieving more. They 

just get bigger and bigger.” 

Modern Apprenticeships 

• Almost all of the young people were aware of Modern Apprenticeships. However, levels 

of knowledge varied and most were unaware of the range of opportunities available. 

They also appeared unaware of the extended entry options available to them as care 

experienced young people.  

• When asked, the young people who were either undertaking or pursuing a Modern 

Apprenticeship felt that they would not have been in a position to do this straight from 

school. Some had progressed from an Activity Agreement to the Employability Fund to 

a Modern Apprenticeship. They felt that the benefits they gained along the way had 

prepared them for their apprenticeship and gave them a better chance of securing one 

• Those undertaking a Modern Apprenticeship were happy with their experience. The 

balance of training, qualifications and work experience was appealing to them and the 

reason that they pursued this option.  

“I really enjoyed both elements of working and learning at the same time completing 

my SVQ. That suited me much better rather than just going straight to further 

education.” 

• These young people credited their Modern Apprenticeship as making a big difference in 

their lives, allowing them to be financially stable and live independently in their own home.  

Views of SDS CIAG services 

• All of the young people were aware of SDS services and had experience of them either 

at school, post-school or both. To encourage engagement with SDS’s services, 

proactively reaching out to care experienced young people is important. They are much 

more likely to access services if invited to. A lack of awareness that SDS’s centres are 

open to the public and / or a lack of confidence on their part would have prevented 

some from accessing the post-school service independently. 

• The young people told us that having SDS services recommended by previous care 

experienced young people, and hearing about how they service had helped, would 
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encourage them to engage more and they would be more likely to see the value in the 

service.  

• The young people tended to be satisfied with the support they received. Most felt that 

they had received a good service and broadly speaking SDS colleagues were seen as 

friendly, helpful and encouraging.  

• Key to determining satisfaction for the young people was how supported they felt in 

pursuing their aspirations. They were more likely to be satisfied if they felt that they had 

been listened to, their aspiration had been considered and they had been given support 

to achieve it. Those who had support to develop a long term plan to achieve their 

aspiration were the most satisfied. 

“They were encouraging us. They were giving us the support that we needed” 

• The young people preferred support that was more intensive and treated them more as 

an individual. They felt that this was provided to a greater extent post-school than in 

school. This may be linked to feeling that long term planning that took place with them 

post-school rather than in school. They also felt that school advisers had a lot of young 

people to see and it was reasonable that they couldn’t focus on individuals as much. 

• An important finding was the need for support to start earlier in school. Initially the 

young people felt that support from SDS came at the right time. However, when 

discussing long term planning for their futures they changed their mind and decided that 

they would have liked support to start before they made subject choices in school. They 

felt having goals to aim for earlier would have encouraged them to work harder in 

school and motivated them to achieve.  

“[SDS adviser] gave me the stages and what you would move onto, step by step. I 

liked this. There was a plan and a progression and you were working towards 

something” 

• All of the young people who had received support from SDS, either at school or post-

school, identified at least one benefit or outcome from this support. This was often that, 

with support, they had secured a destination, e.g. a course, place at college or a 

Modern Apprenticeship.  

• Some felt that the support they received had up-skilled and empowered them to 

manage their own careers and described benefits aligned with Career Management 

Skills. They spoke of developing an understanding of their likes / dislikes, strengths and 

achievements. They had also broadened their horizons in terms of the pathways open 

to them and spoke of knowing who to go to if they needed support.  

• The young people also attributed the benefits they gained through the courses they had 

undertaken to SDS, such as increased confidence, skills and work experience. They felt 

they wouldn’t have had the opportunity at all if it hadn’t been for the support they 

received. They spoke of the impact that having this support and subsequent 

opportunities had on their lives in general; making them more independent and steering 

them away from the “wrong path” that they felt they would have otherwise gone down. 
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• The young people felt that they should move on after receiving the help they needed to 

allow other young people to benefit from the service. However, they would come back to 

SDS in the future if they needed further support. The young people would also 

recommend SDS to others with some having already done so.  

 “Think I could do it myself now, don’t need her [SDS adviser] anymore. I feel 

more independent because she has helped me so much” 

Relationships 

• Relationships were seen as pivotal to providing a good service to care experienced 

young people. This was seen to take effort on the part of the professional, particularly 

where the young person had negative experiences of being let down by others. 

“People will not just engage right away. It’s all about building the relationship 

and then once you have that it is a lot easier.” 

• A good relationship in the eyes of the young people was one that had trust, respect and 

good communication and where the professional understood them and their lives. 

• Although many of the young people had not heard of Corporate Parenting, they were 

able to articulate when asked what they would want from SDS when taking on this role 

in their lives and this focused on relationships. It meant showing an interest and caring 

about their lives out with careers, pushing them to achieve their goals and supporting 

them to see how they could do this. 

• In terms of building good relationships and being a good corporate parent, it was most 

important to the young people that SDS advisers genuinely cared and wanted what was 

best for them. They wanted to feel that the advisers weren’t just ‘doing a job’.  

“Somebody who would trust that you know what you want. Someone to 

believe in you and help you get there”  

• The relationships that the young people described with SDS colleagues were generally 

positive and were what they classed as a ‘good relationship’. The young people felt that 

SDS colleagues understood their circumstances, genuinely cared and tried hard to help 

and encourage them. 

Case Study: Ryan* 
 
Ryan is 17. He left school on his first day of 5th year because he didn’t like being there 

without his friends. It was then that he was referred to his local SDS Centre and met his 

adviser, Emma*. Emma supported Ryan to progress from an Activity Agreement to the 

Employability Fund. The focus was on Painting and Decorating at this time and Ryan 

was happy to have earned certificates, qualifications and relevant work experience in 

this area.  

At times Ryan was without an education, employment or training opportunity which he 

found frustrating. It was during one such time that outreach workers for a youth 
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organisation approached him and offered him a chance to volunteer with them. He 

wasn’t sure in the beginning. Although he liked the courses he had been doing, he felt 

he was always starting something new to be “dropped and have to start all over again”. 

He wanted something longer term out of the opportunity. With a promise that this could 

be possible if he worked hard, Ryan took the chance.  

Ryan enjoyed his time volunteering and feels that he gained a lot from it, e.g. when his 

team won an award Ryan went to London to accept it and give a speech. This gave 

him a sense of achievement and helped to increase his confidence. In the end, this 

opportunity did give Ryan something longer term. It led him to a Modern Apprenticeship 

in youth work with the same organisation.  

Things have fallen into place for Ryan but he would have liked a plan when he was still 

in school. He thinks that the structure, even of a loose plan, and a sense of working 

towards something would have pushed him to work harder at school. He now sees 

youth work as his chosen career area and is open to different jobs within that. He has 

an interview for University or the potential to continue with his apprenticeship for a 

further year. However, Ryan still keeps in mind that it might not work out and sees his 

Painting and Decorating as a back-up option. 

Ryan credits Emma as having helped him a lot in securing the Modern Apprenticeship. 

She has also been to the residential home and met with his key worker. He likes that 

he has a “big circle of everyone knowing where I’m at”. He really appreciates the 

continuity of having the same SDS adviser and feels that he has gained a lot from the 

support he was given by SDS. He appreciated that Emma stuck with him, even when at 

times he feels he let her down by not taking up opportunities that she found for him. 

The Activity Agreement and Employability Fund, that Emma supported him to access, 

helped him to build up skills and his confidence. He now feels he copes better in a 

group situation. He felt this would have made a difference back at school when being in 

class without his friends led to him leaving. He wouldn’t change the service he received 

in any way other than providing it earlier. 

Ryan also had help from his pupil support teacher who was supportive and would 

check in with him after he left school. He also had a good relationship with his key 

worker in the residential home and names him as an influence along with his voluntary 

placement in making youth work his chosen career.  

In securing his Modern Apprenticeship, Ryan feels happier in general. He feels he’s 

doing well and talks happily about his apprenticeship, his accomplishments and the 

potential for his future. He has gained confidence, skills, experience and made new 

friends. He feels that all of this has taken him from his previous life and the wrong path 

that he felt he was starting to go down. Emma’s support has given him the skills to 

manage his career himself and he has now moved on from SDS. However, he feels 

that he would come back to SDS in the future if he needed support and has 

recommended the organisation to others. 

* pseudonyms used to retain anonymity of young person and SDS colleague   
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Conclusion 

 
Although not the case for every individual, 

likely to have poorer outcomes than their non

legislation to improve these outcomes is important in mitigating the risk of poor outcomes 

in the future and ensuring equality of opportunity. SDS’s involvement in supporting the 

young people to develop career management skills is therefore crucial. The importance of 

services in supporting this customer group was articulated by one young person,

“If you’ve got naebody, yo

That’s the way I see it. 

Generally the young people spoke highly of the support they received from SDS and a lot 

of good practice was described. However, for SDS to be a good corporate parent, this 

good practice could be shared across the organisation to ensure consistency of the 

experience that young people have of SDS. It is also vital that the voices of care 

experienced young people help shape the service SDS delivers to them. To support the 

replication of the good practice that the young people told us about, the diagram below 

outlines seven key messages from the views of care experienced young people.

Seven key factors in providing a valuable service to care experienced young people
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