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What is it like being

a care leaver?

Is it all Tracey Beaker, the 10-year-old
bossy but likeable rebel who is living in the
‘Dumping Ground’? Or do you think of the
tragic cases that hit the news headlines
when their deaths become the subject of

Serious Case Reviews, which conclude that
agencies should recognise and address
neglect, communicate better with each
other and listen to the ‘voice of the child.

What do we know about

care leavers?

» Care leavers are young people aged over

16 leaving local authority care.

* When a young person leaves care, a local
authority must appoint a Personal Adviser

(PA) to help them plan for their futures,
up to the age of 25.

* Local authorities must publish a ‘local
offer for care leavers’ of their legal
entitlements, and any discretionary
support they provide.

* The government’s care leaver strategy

* The Care Leaver Covenant for England
in 2018 allows public, private and
voluntary sector organisations to
pledge support, through work experience,
apprenticeships and free or discounted
goods and services.

* The independent review 2022
recommended that the government make
care experience a protected characteristic
in equalities legislation. The government
plans to expand the Staying Close
programme.

in 2013 identified education, employment,
finance, health, housing and the justice
system as likely areas of ongoing support
needs for care leavers.

The current Labour government plan a
Children’s Wellbeing Bill which will include
support for care leavers.



On 31 March 2024, there were

83,630 children

in the care of local authorities in England.

Children looked after in England including
adoptions (Reporting year 2024 - Explore
education statistics - GOV.UK)
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Nearly 50%

of under 21-year-olds in contact with the
criminal justice system have spent time in
care: A 2023 study revealed that 33%
of care experienced children received
a youth justice caution or conviction
between the ages of 10 and 17, compared
to 4% of those without care experience.
(The Guardian 2023)
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38%
of care leavers aged 19-21 are not in
education, employment or training
(NEET), (March 2022 GOV.UK 2022,
compared to 13% in the rest of the
population).

AN AN NSNS

19% of Looked
After Children

have Attainment 8 measures (the
average achievement of pupils in up to
eight qualifications at GCSE) compared to
45% of the general population.

Outcomes for children in need, including
children looked after by local authorities
in England (Reporting year 2024 - Explore

education statistics - GOV.UK)
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9% of care
leavers

enter higher education by their
19th birthday, compared to 47% of the
wider population. (Civitas 2023)
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Care Leavers
constitute 25%

of the Adult Homeless Population
(BBC NEWS 2024)

Black children
constituted 7%

of the looked-after children population
but are only 5% of the under-18 population.
2% of Black children in care were adopted.

Adopted and looked-after children - GOV.
UK Ethnicity facts and figures

Care leavers have now been exempted from having to demonstrate their local
connection to be supported in social housing. (Care leavers exempted from local
connection requirement to access social housing - Commmunity Care).

This was the subject of a JUJI Parliamentary visit in December 2024.

This is the wider picture, filled with statistics and poorer outcomes than the non-care
experienced population. Yet what is it like being a care leaver? Or being a care
experienced adult.’
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What do care exp
young people say?

This booklet describes the care journeys of 11 care experience
These are their stories of what life has been like for them, what h
a difference and the change they want to see.

They want to avoid this being a ‘boring booklet’ (I) by adding some grea
places to explore, some fun things to do and some ‘top tips’ for care
experienced young people.

They are young adults who have worked with Leicestershire Cares as part

of the Joining Up Joining in (JUJI) project, funded by the Esmee Fairbairn
Foundation and the Blagrave Trust. This funding has given young people

a voice in policy by giving them skills in peer research and in expressing their
opinions in film and publications. They don’t want to be defined by the stats;
they want you to ‘Change The Script’. Will you?

Krishna Kothari
Youth Project Development Officer, Leicestershire Cares

Paul Whalley
Youth Voice Coordinator, Leicestershire Cares




Daveena, 22, she/her

Reflecting on my journey in the care system, it can have
a positive side. In the moment, you Won t:see it OF feel
it. You-willfeelsconfused, lost and-alone. 1t is scary and
at times it can feel like it's pgever—ending. However, you
will find your people. Wihether thathis through your foster
family, the friends you meetalong theway.or the support
system you create. ! & S

- 1§

& B =
E—’:-ﬁ ey

| think if | didn’t end up in care, my life wouldn't be what
it has become. | doubt | would have got the qualifications
| have, | wouldn’t be in university and | probably wouldn’t
have found my purpose in life. | believe that life gives us
trials and tribulations for a reason, and it’s what we do
with them that is important.

| personally do not think everyone in care is treated
equally; 1 think it depends on the young person’s case.
And there are a lot of young people in the system. 1 think
it can be hard for social workers to do their job and whilst
| am not excusing their difficulty, | believe if you have
something important to say, speak up about it. They
aren’t mind readers and they can only ask questions. If
you feel like something can be done for you, then ask. It
can be scary to speak up, but it is as scary to stay silent
and to deal with whatever you're dealing with on your
own. There are organisations and charities available,
if you feel like you need extra support, it's just about
finding who they are.

Ironically, growing up before being in care, | loved to read
books. | loved all of Jacqueline Wilson’s books, especially
Tracey Beaker. | loved watching Tracey Beaker; Tracey
Beaker Returns and then the show The Dumping Ground.

I think being in care heavily impacts our future, especially
if you don't know what you want to do in the future. It's
okay if you don’t know what you want to do; my mind
is always changing on what my future looks like. | think
it's important to get your grades whether you like school
or not, you will end up leaving. Whether you leave with
grades or not is down to you and you can always resit. |
had to resit my maths twice.

| feel like being in care has made me different. | don’t
celebrate Mother’s or Father's Day because | don’t have
that relationship with them. Holidays like Easter and
Christmas can be tricky - at university we have time to
go home and | don’t get that luxury. | also know that |
am independent compared to my friends who-aren’t in
care because of what | have gone through. That being
said, | have had to learn to seek and ask for help when |
am struggling.

Being in care, socialising is difficult. For me, I didn’t see
the point of making connections or friends because who
are they to stay? From when my own parents left, anyone
can leave. It is hard to get out of that mentality, but what
helped was knewing | don’t have to be a lone wolf.

| have made twe best friends in the sixth form. They
reassured e they ‘weren't going anywhere and they
haven’t. Going to university was scary because my two
best friends wéren't with me and | wasn’t sure anyone
was going to like me. But | made another best friend,
she lived across from me. | struggled with my first year
and she was there every time | cried, had a panic attack
or couldn’t’sleep. All three of my best friends are aware
of my backgrotind and | think that helps, because | don't
need them to have answers, but | need them to hear
my thoughts and feelings, and to hug me and tell me
everything is geing tobe alright.

| struggled with my mental health. | realised when |
was a teenager and I"got help for it. And then | came
to university and the loneliness HIT. | was so used to
being in a busy house that being by myself was nice until
| realised, | was alone. Making friends, having my best
friend come down and see me was nice, my personal
advisor kept checking in. | ended up making friends with
some of my colleagues and they would invite me out,
which took my mind off life.



Housing was a struggle; I'm not originally from Leicester,
but | wanted to stay in Leicester. SO | applied for council
housing. Whilst waiting to hear back from Leicester,
my personal advisor reminded me | could go back to
my local authority. | was set against it because | wasn't
mentally ready to go there and live there. | have a brother
and friends there, and I like visiting them, but_living
there was a scary thought. | still hadn’t heard back from
Leicester and started looking for other options where |
could live and work. | was looking abroad at ski resorts,
or becoming an au pair, but | needed certain experiences,
it would’ve been nice to work and get time to ski down
the slopes. | ended up looking back in the UK and found
a place where | could work and live.

One positive is that this year, | shall be graduating. | can't
wait to wear a cute dress and walk on the stage. | have
been told by my friends that trainers are not going to
happen and | hate heels. | plan on inviting my brother
and sister, and my colleagues who are like my family.

Being in care, | have been to various youth clubs - the
first one was The Albion Foundation. | was 10 and quiet.
Over time, | got comfortable and let the staff help me.
Those staff members are now part of my family. | ended
up volunteering and working for them, which allowed me
to have opportunities like speaking at events, meeting
some players and going to different football stadiums. |
am now a West Bromwich Albion supporter.

Whilst being at university, | have been working for
Leicester City in The Community, which works alongside
Leicester City Football Club. Every football team has a
foundation affiliation that works with the community.
Working for Leicester City in The Community has been
amazing. | have supported numerous young people
from various backgrounds, went to St George's Park for
a female coaching session, skydived to raise money for
young carers, learnt how to ski and went to Andorra with
Snow Camp. | was also a panellist for the Premier League
Charitable Fund, speaking about how foundations can
support care experienced young people.

| have been volunteering with Leicestershire Cares for
three years. | have loved being part of the Joining Up and
Joining In group. As a group, we have changed Leicester’s
stance on making care experienced a protected
characteristic, which means that those who have been in
care shouldn’t be exempt from housing or employment,
for example. | have been a key speaker at a conference
they hosted, talking about-my experience in care and
how other services can support other care experienced
young people. At the end of last year, my friend and 1
went to 10 Downing Street to deliver a petition to abolish
local connection requirements for care leavers. This is
important for me and others in or out of the system as
well, who are expected to live in the area of the local
authority who have taken our case, | spoke to ITV News
about the importance of this petition.
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When-you-leave ;care, you will notice the difference
automatically. There is no healthy way to transition from
being in care to not. Trust me, |'triedsif you are fortunate,
you-will have a personal advisor.-I am lucky to have a
personal advisor who will checlcin, -and ask how | am
doing and if | need anything. | always know if 1 need
anything | can contact her,-and she will try and help me.
My personal advisor became a part of my system. When
you receive one, ‘get to know: them_and build a good
rapport with them:because you might needthem.

Having my best friends from sixth form helped - they
were aware of the fransition that-was-about to happen.
Whilst “they hadf't experienced it themselves, they
checked in on me and were there t0 help if | needed it. At
the time, | was working for The Albion Foundation, so my
colleagues there would check in on me and help me out.
| was also working for my old secondary school, so that
helped me financially.

Moving to Leicester, | found my own community
at Leicestershire Cares and at Leicester City in The
Community. | made friends that would check in and go
on adventures with me which helped, but also having
someone to talk to or someone.to make me laugh.

Wherever you are in the UK, there are services available
to you. Please do not think you need to be a lone wolf in
this life. It is fine for a while, but you will need your pack
to get you through whatever it is.

Whether you like football or not, you are likely to live
in an area where there is a football stadium. Well,
that stadium will have a foundation that supports the
community. If you like football take part in one of their
sessions. In a way, football, saved me, | can kick a ball
and that’s about it.

Snow Camp is a charity located in London, Birmingham,
Manchester and Scotland. If you live in any of these areas
and attend a youth club, let the staff members know you
exist. They offer an experience that you will never forget.
You get the option to learn how to ski or. snowboard. If
you continue with the programme, you will gain first
aid qualifications, mental health qualifications, BASI
foundation qualifications and a love for snow.sport. With
these opportunities, you can become an apprentice and
gain qualifications to become an instructor, and get to go
to amazing snow destinations.
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Depends on who you are and who you are
placed with. Taking into consideration the
reason for placement.

(Jordan, 25)

Yes, | believe being in care can have a
positive side for me. This was through
meeting new people who have similar
experiences. Being in care has given me the
opportunity to become independent. Being
in care provided me a safer place to stay.
(Lucy, 25, she/her)

Yes, being in care has a positive side
because you have many people around you
that are willing to listen to you and guide
you through what is going on in your mind.
(Soli, 18, she/her)

No! From my experience, another foster
child who was placed in the same family was
treated differently, not only by the family but
also by other friends and associates of the
foster family.

(Jordan, 25)

| don’t think everyone is treated equally
because | am an asylum seeker and my
funds were different to my foster sister,
who is English.

(Soli, 18)

| had different needs, like different hair
products and skin products, but | have been
told more than once that | spend too much
money on my hair products whilst | have
been in foster care.

(Soli, 18)

Does being in care have
a positive side?

Being in care has a positive side because
social services support and look after us.
(Raina, 23, she/her)

Being in care can have a positive side, such
as meeting people who you can relate to, a
chance to have a safer environment, and a
potentially better life and future. However,
this is not spoken about often, due to the
negative side of life in care outweighing the
positives.

(Tashauna, 22, she/her)

Is everyone in care
treated equally?

Everyone in care is not treated equally
because of race and ethnicity issues. Some
ethnicities are prioritised over others.
(Raina, 23)

| personally don’t believe everyone in care is
treated equally. From an outside perspective,
| have seen the effects of discrimination and
neglect, as well as the impact it has on young
people during their prime developing years.
(Tashauna, 22)




your future?

It can, statistics show this. Certain young people
are more likely to enter certain institutions
and become involved in negative habits.
(Jordan, 25)

Yes, being in care has affected my future in
positive and negative ways. It has affected
my future relationships with my siblings

as we were separated when put into the
care system. Being care experienced has
allowed me to gain stability and structure

in my life. Being a part of the Joining Up
Joining In group, | was able to take part

in peer research which will help me in my
future. As part of the peer research, | was
able to take part in trauma informed training.
This training helped me with being able to
understand not only my situation, but others
as well.

(Lucy, 25)

Yes, it can ostracise you - LABELS! It can also
lead to bullying. Quote from bully at school
“Go dig a hole and shoot yourself in it!”.

| didn’t care for his comment, as he didn’t
mean much to me. If it was a friend saying it,
it would have been more hurtful.

(Jordan, 25)

Being in care makes you feel different from
your peers which can lead to a feeling of
stigmatisation and judgement. | vaguely
remember having to leave class for meetings
which often left me feeling embarrassed

and confused. | would often hide being care
experienced to protect myself, due to feeling
different.

(Lucy, 25)
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Does being in care affect

Yes, but it depends on what you have been
through for the impact either to be positive
or negative.

(Soli, 18)

Being in care affects your future because you
have a different pathway to other young children.
That is to say, you could live in a foster care
house, in a children’s home or others, and all
this could lead to emotional damage.

(Raina, 23)

Being in care most definitely affects the
future of young people. The fact that

care leaver/experienced has only recently
become a protected characteristic is proof
in itself how young people’s futures are
hindered by the discrimination and stigma
around being in care.

(Tashauna, 22)

Does being in care make
you different?

Definitely, because it's a label that will stick with
you for the rest of your life and will also just
mMake everyone around you make assumptions
about you from what they already know.
(Soli, 18)

Yes, being in care makes you different because
you live with people other than your parents,
and often you could feel lonely. Also, the
foster carer or foster family might not be as
welcoming and lovely.

(Raina, 23)

Being in care doesn’t make you different, to
put it simply, being in care just shows that
you've experienced life that’s a little bit different
compared to others. You still experience the
same education, life skills and mature the
same as everyone else, your story just has

a few more pages than other people.
(Tashauna, 22)

mn



For me, socialising was already difficult, it
just made my anti-social tendencies worse!
| would get out of the house but wouldn’t
interact with others. The place | would be
taken with my foster carers was usually the
pub where she worked and it wasn’t really
an ideal place | wanted to socialise. The pub
wasn’t the ideal environment for me as a
young person. The atmosphere wasn’'t what
| was used to when | was living with my
mother.

When | was placed into care, the only goal

| had was to be back with my mother, the
only family | actually had. This, therefore
made me just put up with the environment
for the sake of it. | didn’t want to be moved
to another placement, so | basically just
said yes and agreed, as | was hearing other
young people’s experiences with being
moved. A lot of distrust occurred when | was
a teenager, and | felt | was treated more and
more like a criminal.

(Jordan, 25)

Does being in care make
socialising difficult?

Yes, being in care has made socialising
difficult for me. It has made socialising
difficult due to trust being hindered. It

takes me a long time to trust people and be
comfortable with others to open up to them,
whether it be regarding care or in general.
Being a part of the peer research team has
allowed me to gain confidence and be able
to openly talk about care as a whole.

(Lucy, 25)

Depends on the experience you had while
being in care as for me, | was insecure
and ashamed at first, then | realised that
it doesn’t really matter what someone’s
background is at the end of the day.

(Soli, 18)

It depends on the person that you are.
Socialising, in my opinion, is not impacted
by being in care even though some young
people are not comfortable saying that they
are in care.

(Raina, 23)

| think being in care can make socialising
difficult, especially during high school, as
kids that age can be very ignorant and
insensitive towards other people and their
experiences.

(Tashauna, 22)



The emotional and physical challenges

that | faced were that | didn’'t socialise

and go out much, and | used food as a
copying mechanism, and | still do. Emotional
challenges and anger are more manageable
now | am back with my mother. However,

| was less stable when | got back to my
mother’s for the first time and the anger
was more directed to women, down to the
fact | did not like my foster carer and being
placed with her. | did discuss this with my PA
at the time, who did advise therapy which |
refused. | felt more comfortable to discuss
with someone | loved and who cared about
me, my mother.

(Jordan, 25)

Attending sessions like Joining Up Joining In
has allowed me to interact with more people
of the opposite sex without any negative
thoughts or preconceptions. | have learned
to separate those thoughts and feelings
from that one particular person who made
me feel those negative thoughts.

(Jordan, 25)

Being in care has had social and emotional
challenges, as there are certain situations
that can be triggering due to trauma. If |
was to receive counselling for my mental
health when younger, it may have helped
with emotions and socialising aspects in my
life. | did have access to CAHMS, however, as
| ' was 17 years old when referred, | was only
able to receive the help/support for a year
before | was no longer supported.

(Lucy, 25)

| was 17 when | entered the care system
because | came to the UK without my family.
| didn’t know anything, | had no idea how
expensive things were and | was a quiet kid
so | never asked for a lot. Once | turned 18, |
had to finance my stuff and | regretted not
getting as much stuff as | could while | had
funding.

(Soli, 18)
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What challenges and barriers
have you faced?

In my opinion, funding should lbe greater
once you are 18 and not the other way
around, because we will need it to survive.
(Soli, 18)

Challenges and barriers faced: socially,

it might be difficult to respond to the
questions of our peers and all the painful
situations we have been through. Financially,
we don’t get enough money for a living,
and the support stops when we are 25;
however, we are still supported through our
time in education since we get a bursary.
Emotionally, it is difficult to cope with
loneliness and isolation. Physically, our weak
emotional state can impact our physical,
making us sick.

(Raina, 23)

There are various challenges and barriers
faced, such as transitioning into independent
living and adulthood, due to the lack of skills
like basic domestic, cooking and budgeting.
This makes it more difficult for young people
to smoothly adjust to living as a young

adult, which is commonly due to the lack

of support from PAs and the care system

as a whole.

(Tashauna, 22)
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| honestly didn’t see much of a positive
when | was in care. The leaving care grant is
beneficial as it helps with making a house a

home, with required furniture including beds,

cooker, tumble dryer, which was helpful.

| don’t feel there was a great deal of
opportunities put forward to me, as well the
help from my PA was limited, and support
was also limited unless | was to request this.
In 2020, | reached out to the SYPAC group
| attended (supporting young people after
care) for help from my PA to which | was
told | don’t have one any more (although |
was only 20 years old). | was then made to
get a new PA, by which point the issues |
was facing | had dealt with myself.

(Jordan, 25)

One of the positives of being in care is the
opportunity to socialise with others with
similar experiences to understand | am not
alone in this situation. Attending Joining Up
Joining In has allowed me to speak on care
experience and how we can campaign for

a better service to support those in care.
Being able to meet with councillors and

to be a part of passing the motion of care
experience as a protected characteristic was
a great positive aspect as it shows the work
we are doing is being recognised.

(Lucy, 25)

Positives - housing, education,
opportunities, employment

| was supported greatly to pursue my
education by the virtual school and | am very
thankful. They did their best, so | got some
English and maths qualifications while | was
a newcomer, then | was able to start college
at a higher level than people who came from
overseas, and | managed to take my GCSEs.
(Soli, 18)

Finding a house as a care leaver was easier
for me than for those who aren’t in care
because we are a priority, which is a
positive thing.

(Raina, 23)

Positives that come along with being in care
are the new opportunities that are available
solely for care leavers/experienced young
people such as employment, scholarships
for higher education as well as bursaries.
With care leaver/experienced now being a
protected characteristic, this allows young
people to have an equal opportunity and
rights to benefit their futures and careers.
(Tashauna, 22)
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Impact after care - relationships,
community, friendships,

survival without the system?

Friendships have survived but these were
friends | made once | was in care and | now
still have connections with them. However,
the friendship | had with my foster carers

is more strained - | had a great relationship
with my male foster carer (more of a father
figure than my own dad was) but the
relationship with my female foster carer
wasn’t as great. It was a bit difficult as |
would want to still keep a relationship with
the male, however, the female would always
want to come along with him so it made it
difficult and then he passed away.

With the community | have been a part of
at Leicestershire Cares the last year, this has
been a positive experience being a part of it.
| was able to gain skills such as becoming a
peer researcher.

(Jordan, 25)

L eicestershire Cares. Positive experience;
SYPAC - | stopped attending when |

started Leicestershire Cares but still have
connections. | also felt that | was quite out
of place as | was the only male amongst a
group of care experienced mums. After Care
Council - take a long time to make changes
but changes take time to implement.
(Jordan, 25)

There are bursaries available and emotional
support such as counselling and therapy.
(GEIIEK))

It is easier to survive in the system when you
are in education because you are supported
until the age of 25.

(Raina, 23)

| think one of the impacts that young
people experience is that they feel they

will constantly have to prove themselves

to others that the stereotypes and stigma
around being in care are untrue. Living
independently as a young adult is extremely
difficult for many, as they lack the support
and preparation necessary to survive.
(Tashauna, 22)

Services available to young
peopie and experience for them

There are various services and organisations
that help and advocate for young people,
whether it's support to build their CV or
learning basic skKills such as cooking and
budgeting. Leicestershire Cares works with
several organisations to provide support
and help for young people in all aspects.
(Tashauna, 22)



16

Being care experienced does have its benefits like no
council tax until 25, access to an independent visitor if
you have carers that can’t drive, and the achievement
events which help boost young people’s mental health
and support their dreams.

The system is in place to maintain equality between
LA (local authority’) children, compared to parented
children, however, each placement is developed to the
child/young person so some may have more support
than others. However if the young person feels like they
have too little support then it should be boosted upon a
conversation with their social worker, personal advisor or
foster carer.

Being in care doesn’t necessarily affect your future but
the mindset and opportunities that LAC (looked after
child’) receive can influence it highly, even a ‘gifted’
LAC can still struggle to make their education and jobs a
positive experience and can end up masking it so much
that even the professionals won’t notice that they are
struggling so much.

| feel that being in care definitely changes your way of
thinking about life, the two major ways being to control
and mask how you are feeling to get by, and lashing out/
being more disruptive than the average child. These are
both in response to a cry for attention or a desire to feel
‘normal’ as being a LAC can feel very lonely, even with
the support systems in place due to it being so inherently
different from a traditional childhood.

Socialising is @ hard one to answer. If a child is placed
in care early (from the ages of 0-3/4 years), then they
can still have the normal functions of a healthy, happy
child. From the ages of 5 t0 13, it is more of a struggle as
they have to deal with tnoving schools, leaving potential
friends behind when‘moving from home to placement
and can go through this multiple times whilst searching
for the right long term placement: 13 plus, however, is a
50/50 due to their previous experiences with life. They
may have really good social skills and'the move helps
them to become who they want to, or they could:‘crash’
and end up. with skill regression, with enough support
they can get back to where they are, but if the carers
don’'t know. the difference between the young person’s
‘normal’. before they arive, then they can see the now
quiet and shy young personaas ‘normal’ and feel like they
shouldn’t pressure them to make connections.

|

There is such a large list of barriers here that | couldn’t
name them all if | wanted, but I'll give an example of
each. Social barriers include distancing from your peers
and exclusion from activities at school or after school
from other children if judgement for being in care is there
(around a 60/40 chance at the moment and people are
becoming more receptive to LAC), this can continue
into employment. Financially, sorting PA payments and
eventually UC is the usual road for a young person and
pocket money can also be very different; there are big
connotations around universal credit. of which some
young people really struggle to deal with and once on,
can struggle to get on their feet and find a stable enough
job to get off benefits. Emotionally, | think one of the
largest challenges is making the young person truly feel
like they are ‘normal’ in their own view of themselves and
society. A lot of self-depreciation and negative beliefs
stem from dealing with this challenge from a very young
age which do tend to carry onto adulthood, based on
the conversations I've had with LAC 1 know personally.
Physically, a lot of young people do struggle with body
confidence and tend to try to find hobbies to keep them
fit and active during their time in the service - access t0
the time2spend fund has been used in previous years for
multitudes of gym memberships, purchasing of a bike\
repairs for it, and equipment for other sports such as horse
riding and rock climbing. Recently, the time2spend fund
has been reduced and less young people and workers
know of its existence, making getting into these hobbies
and ways of keeping fit and healthy quite difficult for a
large range of LAC.




Young people get higher priority on the council housing
list, 2k support fund for furniture, discounts like the warm
home discount and vouchers for fuel\food on occasions.
Personal Advisors can help to locate food banks and
provide food vouchers if necessary. LAC are given pupil
premium plus to help with costs towards school trips,
books and other educational costs (I believe there is
some sort of fund for getting clothing as well), and get
offered residential trips to universities and open days so
that they can experience a larger range of stuff before
heading into their GCSEs. There are different teams
within social services that can help young people find
jobs, access housing, sort physical and mental health
(including private therapy which is funded), and help pay
for driving lessons and tests.

Without the system, a large amount of young people

struggle to find their feet in society on their own, @ lotig_'

start families in their early 20s and settle with a routine.
Some go on to achieve amazing things such as being
famous models, builders/carpenters and also mechanics,
and quite a few end up working for the social systems
themselves as they want to help change the next child’s
life that comes into the system. This is based on the
feeling that after living through it, they could provide
for a young person better than they were provided for
by their old carers. Friendships seem to be quite sparse,
however, the friendships that are there are quite strong,
due to having moved through a majority of problems
together throughout their experiences.

The services that have helped me are Children in Care
council, Duke of Edinburgh awards, access to schools for
children with special needs, help supporting you with
court cases or police, if involved.
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| entered care from birth because my biological Now 18, | have moved on to the Shared Lives system,
parents were deemed unfit to take care of me. My where | am in the same host family that helps me
first foster family had good intentions but weren’t build my independence. It's a different kind of care, ,"1,
SEN-prepared, and though trying as well as they but it helps me learn how to live and gain confidence @ :
could, their lack of understanding made it toxic. | do through life as | make my way into adulthood. This \
think this underlines that just because a family is new chapter reassures me that even outside of foster
willing and keen to welcome foster children into their ~ care, there are systems in place that help young
home, not all foster families are actually prepared for people like me thrive.

anything that comes their way.

Care has its challenges, which are social, emotional,

other struggle. Being ‘different’ and financial, but it also provided me with
d | often felt isolated and opportunities in education and housing. Though the

difficult and | lacked journey has been hard, it taught me to be resilient and
that being in care doesn’t have to define your future.

With the right support, it's possible to thrive. My story
is proof that even late changes can lead to a brighter

-

School life was an
made it hard to fitin, an
misunderstood. Socialising was
the confidence to connect with my peers. Moving

from a mainstream school to a special needs school
changed everything; for the first time, | was in an
environment where my needs were understood and | path.
felt supported. This gave me a sense of belonging and
helped me grow in ways | never thought possible.

Only when | was 17 was | sent to another foster
family, where finally, stability and care became
available that | had lacked for so long. Since this
placement happened a bit later in my life, it did
show me it is never t00 late to recover. Their support
gave the possibility to heal emotionally and choose
thepathtoa brighter future, and a loving and
understanding home really makes a difference -

whenever.
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My care journey has been a rollercoaster, filled with

a lot of ups and downs. It didn’t start off very well.

| got moved around, had a lot of social workers but

now I've got a full-time job, I've moved out asit'sa

live-in position. Being in care isn't always great. It

can affect your life if you let it. There can be things

that trigger memories. I've had a lot of challenges,

especially financially. | still struggle with saving,

but it just takes time. | wouldn’t say everyone in o

care is t-rgated equally but everyone has diffe:eqt’

experiences, some will have better and somewill

have worse. No two care (eavers and foster children

have the same experiences. Tha’t’ S )/vhat we have to

remember, there’s always othersghat have it worse.

I've had some emoti 1 difficulties because of it. I've
L~

struggled with '452 safing because of it.

Lvéhad some positives due'to'my last foste'r carérs/ :
stay put hosts. They're the-ones who helped me be

_ready for moving outand getting-a full-time job. If
it wasn’t for them, | wouldn’t be where ' am now. |
had to learn a lot.in just four years. My care leaver PA
helped a lot as well and having my foster mam there
during my life story work helped as well. They both
helped when | was struggling during it, especially
when | was thinking about my baby brother.

& - . Py
" | met them for the first time a

ie, 22,
her

It has impacted me a bit. | get very emotional
sometimes, but my boyfriend and his family help me
through it now that I'm living a few hours from my
birth family and my foster family. Knowing I've stil
got my foster sister there for me is comforting, just
like |’m-§hgr’e'fof her if she ever needs me as well. I'm
new-in contact with my paternal sister as well now,
’mthisall down to my PA and my foster family, and
couple of years ago. If
it wasn’t for my last social worker before | turned 18,
| would still be with some horrible foster carers who
just had me for the money. She’s the one who acta
looked at everything and realised things weren't -
adding up. e gt

.

»

" didn’t really find socialising difficult once | started
high school but that's mostly because my best

- friend was also in the same situation, so | had her to
help which | was SO grateful for. Although if anyone
mentions anything triggering, | just kind of zone out
and try not to listen. What | would like other yound
people to know is that you can put anything you put
your mind to, N0 matter what hardships have come

your way.



Mjay, 26, he/hit‘;

You have to learn to do a lot by yourself from a young
age, you are growing up in an adult life and don’t
really have a childhood. Care taught me better skills
than homelife would have — like hygiene and using a
washing machine.

In the Care Home, no one visited us and where others
had family members visiting, the staff always treated
them better — | think that’s because the staff would
be held accountable to the family. | used to run away
a lot back to mum in London — | was moved around
to 15 homes including Peterborough, Gateshead and
Boston — they were always just moving me around as
a way of managing me.

Being in care put me on a dark path and my brother
wasn't the best influence. All | have known is selling
drugs since | was 14. | struggle to form positive
relationships as you don’t have the trust/ emotional
side of relationships. Me and my missus have been
through hell but we are still together — but you don’t
trust people because of the attitude and mindset from
being in care.

My attitude to life is different

You do a lot to try and impress people e.g. smoking
weed, but you don’t learn the social skills, you don’t
go to school. When there are so many different staff,
you find it hard to form relationships.

Money - you end up turning to crime and many kids |
grew up in care with are now in prison. Was my path

determined for me when | went into care — absolutely.

I recall being supported from 18-25 and will say they
never saw me homeless. When there was a problem,
my social worker would show up, have a go but it
would get sorted. Were there any opportunities? No,
and maybe that was because of my behaviour. | feel
written off nowadays — social workers and PAs used
to visit me in prison but that tailed off and I don’t
think that’s right.

\ L
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I'm 26 now so just out of the care leaver sphere, It bi
definitely had an impact on relationships — paranoia,
controlling behaviour in terms of my life, argumen :
and drama. I'm still in contact with my best friend and
his mum - they provide a stable and caring presence,
even though they have faced similar challenges

as me. When | rejoin my local community, | will

have been out of trouble for five years and | want

to start my own tanning business, but I need to feel
motivated.

I recall some supportive youth offending and
probation officers. The YMCA were a massive help to
me as they gave me support for everything | needed.
Was there participation and youth voice groups when
I'was in care? No — we were not listened to. But to
me, care was still the better outcome of the two.

“What would you want for the next care experienced
child?”

The age range of care homes needs regulating, as |
was 6/7 and in a home with older young people who
easily led me astray — it creates the risk of bad paths.
I would like them to see their social worker more and
not just to be told off, but to form better relationships.
Not to tell the story over and over.
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‘Am | care éxperienced? No’.

My story comes from the back‘ground of being.aléne,
isolated and independent, otherwise known as
estranged. The chall ges I'have faced and overcome
derive from the coneept that | did not qualify for state
Care such as the care system, yet | had no one else¥
| was not worthy of help, support or guardianship;
therefore, | hag to build my life by myself from the
age of 16. | worked 3 to'4 jobs at 3 time, attended
education and faced homelessness multiple times.,
| battled through this, often finding the biggest
challenges in the weirdest of places. For example,
not affording sanitary products, being judged when |
could not put down an emergency contact or showing
up to college with only a bag of spinach to eat. One
of the abstract elements of 3| the difficulties that

lack of conformity to society - | didn’t have a box to fit
in, no socially acceptable reason for the reality of my
life to be what it is. The only message that was ever

- There is no place for estrangement in today’s world,
Itis simply a weak legal definition combined with ne
social suppoft. A recipe for disaster in the making,
thereuis no charity, Support fund, or 3 boxito tick =
on forms to help explain why certain things are
just simply not possible, such as family details or

oy

'understood what it is like, how every day there is
a'challenge in some form due to circumstances of
estranged life. The socialisolation s something |

a community. One of the simplest challenges
of estrangement is isolation - we often have to work
all hours to try to afford to live, we don'’t have the

social activities like getting a coffee or going to an
event. We are trying to hold 3 life together all on
our own,
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The whole system needs to change,
. realistically, let’s focus on a few thi
& greatly improve the life of an estrange
a box to tick, on housing applications, he th
orms, education or job applications etc because

upport organisations, a foundation of awareness
the ins and outs of truly being estranged.
Organisations that can act as guarantors or support us
applications because we have no family to help
u fill out the complicated documents that invaded

~

ere is none - no box to identify our life & ing everyday life.
challenges. N
, Three changes that would create a better world for
2) support money, such as a onthly allo ':g' anged young people, improving their mental
deduction such as council t i eople . lealt nd quality of life because we all know the
background get to help support us in aff & ‘Seli=harm and suicide rates for care experienced,
and relieve the financial pressure t I EY ‘f N they have no support. What do you think the

day for the rest of our lives, We
can afford the bill, going to be homeles
enough food to get us through the mon
also allow there to be a small budget to

e is for those without support? Those who are
ne, isolated and independent, otherwise known
Stranged?

e-\l"‘. ‘:‘
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fte

0
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social activities and reduce isolation.
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2.RUTLAND WATER

3.FOXTon

6 .WATERMEAD PARK

IVERSITY OF LEICESTER BOTANIC GARDENS, 0ADBY

8.8WITHLAND WoODS
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MY CARE JOURNEY - TOP TIPS
FOR CARE EXPERIENCED YOUNG
PEOPLE

‘ Speak out...

« don’t be afraid to speak up about your issues
« always ask guestions if you want to know something
« if you are being bullied, don’t be afraid to speak

Seek help...

* or support if you need it
* ask and keep on asking
« if you know you have a problem, seek help

Q Look after yourself...

» accept support; seek therapy if needed, take any support you can

* look after yourself, give yourself time and space

« if you don’t want to live with someone, say it

« find and stick with groups or to a hobby you love, give you a sense of purpose
» don’t listen to what others think, only do what you love

» don’t blame yourself for everything

Q Have hope for the future...

* consider your opportunities

* be kind to others and consider peoples circumstances and feelings

* stay in education, because it will pay off at the end of it all, and you won’t need to
depend on people anymore

* no matter what, don’t lose hope because there will always be someone who will listen

* pain is temporary, ask for help; your life is not stagnant it is transformation
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These are inspiring and moving stories from
11 young people who have lived through the
failings, as well as some of the humanity of
our current care system. Listening to those
with direct experience is a starting point for
changing things.

Josh MacAlister

OBE MP Whitehaven and Workington
Chair Independent Review of Children’s
Social Care 2022

| recently stood alongside the JUJI group at
Downing Street and Parliament to challenge
the unjust Local Connection housing rules.
These policies allow local authorities to
deny care experienced young people a
home in the area where they’ve built their
lives - simply because it's not where they
first entered care. My Care Journey amplifies
their voices, sharing powerful stories of
resilience, struggle and hope for the future.
As a writer, | believe in the transformative
power of personal narratives to challenge
injustice and shift mindsets.

Chris Wild
Author/Campaigner
Public Speaker

Damaged & The State of It
The Care Leavers Project
www.chriscwild.com

Endorsements

My own journey through the care system
was far from easy. All | ever wanted was to
go back home to my mum. That pain taught
me resilience, but the things I've learned is
that when we have stability, love, belonging
and a real say in our lives, we do well and
are more likely to give back. Through this
project, care experienced young people are
creating their own narrative and being their
authentic selves which will inspire others
coming through the care system and that is
music to my ears.

Terry Galloway
Care Leaver Advocate and Director
at Norman Galloway Homes

| loved the way they collaborated to

make sure the poem was equitable, and
representative of all of their shared and
individual experiences. As a poet, | know
how revealing the writing process can be;
the JUJI group should be coommended for
putting so much of themselves into their
words.

Ty’rone Haughton

Poet, Author and Care Leaver. Artistic
director at Literati Arts

ABOUT | Mysite



In a recent blog | asked - “Where in our
services for our Looked After and adopted
children are we offering healing from inter-
generational trauma for our children and
our communities?”. These inspiring young
people are helping us to do just that by
bravely sharing their real stories so we can
focus our energies on what would make

a difference for them and their future
generations.

Dr. Lynn Snow

Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland
Designated and Named Doctor for Looked
After Children

| want every young person who is care
experienced to be able to achieve all their
ambitions. People who have interacted with
the care system have often had the hardest
start in life, so it is up to all of us in positions
of responsibility to ensure that nothing holds
them back. These stories of My Care Journey
tell of the past, but also of hopes for the
future. They deserve to be read, heard and
heeded by us all.

Deborah Taylor

County Councillor and former acting lead
of Leicestershire County Council and Lead
Member for Children and Families
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Thank you for sharing your journey and
giving us a no holding back expression of
the realities of living in the care system.
These words of truth are spoken from the
heart, written down for us, the reader and
the corporate parent to digest, but not just
to consider but words that require action
and our full attention.

Clir Elaine Pantling
Assistant Mayor - Children Young People,
Education and SEND Leicester City Council

What an absolute privilege it is to be given
the opportunity to have an insight into
the lives of these young people. Hearing
first-hand about their care experience

and the challenges they face, as well as
some of the positive outcomes of being

in care is both emotive and inspiring. The
recommendations put forward by them to
help improve the system for other children
and young people are things that must be
considered by professionals and influence
change for the better.

This is great piece of work by Leicestershire
Cares, the Joining Up Joining in (JUJI) group
and of course all of the young people, so

a huge well done to everyone involved. I'm
sure it will have the desired impact and it has
certainly given me inspiration!

Sam Merry

Service Manager

Rights and Participation

Leicester City Council Prevention Service
Social Care, Early Help and Prevention
Division
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MY CARE JOURNEY

Leicestershire Cares is committed to continue
partnering with care experienced young people,
staff and organisations who support or want to
support them, to bring about positive change.
If you would like to know more, please get in
touch at info@leicestershirecares.co.uk
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