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Preface

While undertaking research for this book I spoke to a range of practitioners
beyond those described in the case studies. My aim in talking to these pro-
fessionals who worked closely with looked after children was to ensure that I had
a clear understanding of the issues to be addressed. One of the people who was of
particular influence was Shona, who had worked in multiple education settings for
over 22 years. One of her firmly held beliefs was that the most significant rights
children and young people can claim is their right to an education. She believed
that it was her responsibility to use her skills and knowledge to support them to
claim that right.

Beginning her work as a community worker Shona was totally committed to
implementing article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC, 1989). This article emphasises children’s right to express their
views in all matters that affect them and to have their views considered and taken
seriously. She provided training for practitioners in various organisations; pro-
duced resource packs on children’s rights and participation; founded some of the
first fully funded youth representation structures in Scotland; and worked with
and on behalf of some of the least supported and underrepresented groups in
Scotland, including young women, LGBT groups, families in poverty, refugees,
asylum seekers and young gypsy travellers.

Recognising the crucial role that formal education plays in supporting indi-
viduals to achieve positive outcomes, Shona re-trained as a teacher. As a Head
Teacher Shona was committed to building an ethos where children, staff and
families worked together. She built communities where everyone was valued and
played a significant role in improving the work of the school. In doing this she
recognised that everyone had a crucial role to play and that individual family
circumstances should not be a barrier to engagement and achievement.

Shona became very aware that the outcomes for care experienced young
people were significantly behind that of their peers. Her outrage and disap-
pointment and immense sense of frustration led her to taking on a Quality
Improvement Role where she became determined to ensure that the outcomes for
care experienced children and young people were improved.

In her role as a Quality Improvement Education Officer, Shona analysed the
policies and procedures of the local authority to identify ways in which care
experienced people were being advantaged or disadvantaged. By engaging staff in
high-quality professional learning, outlining their roles and responsibility as
corporate parents and when necessary, holding people to account, she promoted a
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message that children who are care experienced belong to everyone and by
working together they will be loved, safe and respected.

The work that Shona has done is clearly inspirational and has had significant
impact for children, staff and families. What makes Shona’s story even more
remarkable is that she is care experienced.

When you speak to Shona and ask her who supported her to achieve, she
responds without hesitating and can quickly name off a number of people who
influenced, inspired and encouraged her. From a Moden Studies teacher who
taught her the skills of debating, a music teacher who ensured she had access to an
instrument, a social worker who demonstrated a depth of care and compassion, a
neighbour who every year made her a birthday cake, a volunteer tutor she still
remembers fondly, trusted friends who knew of and accepted her situation, a
granny who despite needing a high level of support herself always called her ‘the
apple of her eye’, to mentors who throughout her professional career recognised
her skills and talents and engaged with her to ensure she was in a place to
recognise and acknowledge them herself.

Unfortunately, Shona is an exception as many people who have spent a sub-
stantial part of their childhood in care do less well that their contemporaries. It
was inspiring examples of those such as Shona who have succeeded against the
odds, rather than the depressing data highlighting decades of underachievement,
that motivated me to undertake research to try to identify ways of providing more
effective support for looked after children.
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