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Executive Summary

What we do

First Star Scholars UK empowers care experienced young people to aim higher and achieve more.

We work in partnership with universities, virtual schools and carers to provide life changing residentials, group
sessions and one to one support. Our programmes build confidence, raise aspirations and help young people
succeed at school and transition confidently into higher education, training or employment. We are committed
to long term achievement and personal growth.

Headline outcomes for 2025 for those taking exams, progressing to University or employment:

e GCSE English & maths 4+ pass rate: 79%
e Progression to higher education: 50%
e Progression to training or employment: 45%

These results sit on top of improved confidence, attendance, study habits and a stronger sense of belonging.

Context & Need (Children in Care)

Children in care often experience disrupted schooling, placement moves and the impact of trauma. They are less
likely to achieve strong GCSEs and to progress to higher education compared with their peers. Transition points
(GCSEs, post-16, leaving care) can be ‘cliff edges’ without stable adult scaffolding. Carers and educators want to
help but need time, tools and trusted pathways. First Star’s response is a long-term, relationship-centred
programme that builds belonging, skills, aspirations and practical access to higher education.
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Key findings from this year:

80% have enjoyed being part of the programme this term
90% have felt supported and safe during activities and sessions this term
75% have enjoyed the First Star Scholars sessions and activities
82% feel their voice and ideas have been valued in the programme
92% would recommend First Star Scholars to someone in a similar situation
87% understand what the programme is trying to help them achieve

83% have experienced social and emotional growth through the programme
73% feel confident expressing their thoughts and opinions in group settings

81% feel connected to other scholars in the programme

70% feel happy overall at this point in their life
72% feel optimistic about their future

68% feel confident asking for help when they need it

Theory of Change

Our theory of change connects the needs of care-experienced young people with the activities and outcomes of
our programme. We create a strong sense of belonging, which builds intrinsic motivation and leads to
behavioural alignment with high aspirations. Through consistent support, mentoring, and enriching experiences,
young people gain confidence, resilience, and the skills needed to succeed. This results in improved engagement
and attainment, with long-term impact seen in higher education access, independence, and breaking cycles of
disadvantage.
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Context & Need

Disrupted Schooling * Lower Transition Cliff-edges * Limited
Attainment HE/Work Exposure

Team & Mentors ® Safeguarding * Data Universities ® Schools/VS ¢ Funders

Activities (EEF Part 3) |

Residentials: He ¢ Life- Mentoring & Online
skills ® Carers Sessions

\ 4

Belonging = Motivation = Self-efficacy Carer Scaffold = Habits & Routines

Y

| Outputs |

Campus & Employer Visits

Scholars ¢ Sessions * Residential Days Mentoring Hours ® Carer Workshops

/A

| Outcomes |

Better Routines & Study Habits * Clear
Post-16 Plans

Safe, Supported, Connected;Voice Valued
y-
i )
| Impact |

Progress To HE/Work ¢ Independent, Resilient Adults ® Reduced NEET
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Programme Model & Delivery

We deliver a four-year programme using an insight-led model aligned to the Education Endowment Foundation
(EEF) Pupil Premium ‘Wider Strategies’ category (Part 3).

e Residentials at an aspirational University to live like a student for a week

e A residential at the national STEM centre in York for hands on experience and careers development
e Monthly online sessions: academic and study skills, mentoring check-ins, goal setting

e 1:1 mentoring and coaching; individual progress plans; attendance and wellbeing support

e Carer/adult workshops to strengthen home learning and transition scaffolding

e Campus exposure and university visits to build belonging and raise aspirations

Residential aims (delivered annually)

Provide scholars with the resources and support needed to successfully transition to higher education
Ensure scholars have the life skills and access to resources needed for independence and adulthood
Engage carers and other adults who can provide long-term support to scholars through transition and
beyond

Reach & Outputs (2024-25)

The table below summarises participation and delivery. Replace ‘TBC’ with latest figures once validated.

Metric Target Actual (TBC) Notes
Scholars enrolled 120 101 Across programmes
(active)

Residential days 600 506 Includes life-skills, HE

delivered exposure and carer
sessions

Mentoring sessions 1200 781 Attendance logs

(1:1) available

Online sessions held 60 48 Monthly cadence;
sign-in data held

Safeguarding incidents | — 0 All logged per policy;

managed lessons learned
captured
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Evidence from the previous cohort indicates strong progress across core outcomes:

Outcome

Result (Prev Cohort)

Commentary

GCSE English 4+ pass rate

79%

Significant uplift versus care-experienced
average baselines

Progression to Higher 50% Half of scholars progressed to HE, reflecting

Education improved belonging and readiness

Training or Employment 45% A substantial proportion moved into EET
pathways aligned to interests and strengths

Wellbeing & Belonging Qualitative P Scholars report higher confidence and
sense of community

Life-skills Milestones Checklist T Budgeting, time management,

communication and self-advocacy gains

Mechanisms observed: increased psychological safety and belonging led to stronger intrinsic motivation and

study habits; carer engagement provided the scaffold for sustained behaviour change (attendance, revision

routines).

Scholar Journeys (Anonymised)

Case Study: Ava — A Four-Year Journey with First Star Scholars UK

Name: Ava (pseudonym)

Age at start: 14 (beginning of Year 10)

Current age: 17 (entering Year 13)

Care status: In long-term foster care since age 9

Placement history: Seven placements across secondary school — at least one per academic year

Local Authority: Kent

Programme entry: Joined First Star Scholars UK in summer 2022, just before starting Year 10

Background Profile

Ava entered care at age 9 following early neglect and family breakdown. By the end of Year 9, she had been

through four different foster placements and was increasingly disengaged from school and support services. Her

Year 9 attendance was below 60%, and she had no experience of higher education settings. When she joined
First Star Scholars UK, she described herself as “average at best” and “not university material.”
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Year 1 — Rebuilding Routine and Hope (Year 10)

Ava began Year 10 with fresh placement support and a new opportunity through First Star. The summer
residential — her first visit to a university — helped her see higher education as something she could aspire to.
She engaged with monthly online mentoring, academic support, and termly in-person meetups. Despite a
placement move in December, she became one of the most consistent attendees in the programme.

School attendance: ~85% (up from 60% in Year 9)

e  First Star activity attendance: ~90% (including all online sessions and both residentials)
e She selected GCSEs aligned with her emerging interests in law and justice:
e English Language & Literature

e History

e (Citizenship
e Sociology
e Maths

She also completed her first life skills workbook and could confidently plan a weekly budget and manage
independent travel.

Year 2 — Identity, Aspiration and Belonging (Year 11)

e School attendance: ~91%
e First Star activity attendance: ~95% (including full summer residential)

During a visit to the Cambridge Science Centre, a member of staff, Mandy Curtis, wrote: “There was a large
group of young people at the centre today. | just wanted to say how wonderful these young people were. They
were so polite, considerate and respectful... A number of occasions when the young people helped my son... |
really hope my son becomes as polite and thoughtful as them when he’s their age.” Ava was one of those young
people. She later presented on her experience at a First Star celebration event.

She sat six GCSEs and earned the following results:

e English Language — Grade 6
English Literature — Grade 6
History — Grade 7
Citizenship — Grade 6
Sociology — Grade 6

e Maths—Grade 4
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Year 3 — Academic Stretch and Future Focus (Year 12)
Ava entered sixth form, studying:

o Alevel Law
e A level Sociology
o A level English Literature

She thrived academically and socially, even amidst another placement change in February. Ava began
researching university scholarships for care leavers and set her sights on studying Law at UCL. With guidance
from First Star, she began preparing an application to the Unite Foundation, which provides free
accommodation to care-experienced students.

e School attendance: ~93%
e  First Star attendance: ~95% (including UCL visit and full mentoring schedule)

She also contributed to policy feedback groups and helped deliver a session on “Voice, Power and the Law” to
new scholars.

Year 4 — Preparation, Independence and Progression (Year 13)

Now entering her final year, Ava is predicted strong A-Level grades and is preparing to apply to UCL through
UCAS. She has a support plan in place to continue mentoring younger scholars even after leaving the
programme. This year will include:

e Aresidential at the National STEM Centre in York

A personalised UCAS support plan

Her application to the Unite Foundation for three years of accommodation

e Continued life-skills workshops including tenancy prep, finance, and university life

Predicted A-Level grades:

e law-B
e Sociology—B
e English Literature — B

“When | joined, | didn’t think someone like me got to go to university. Now | want to become the person |
needed when | was younger.”
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Impact Summary

e Academic Progress: From low attendance and underachievement to GCSE success and A-Level
excellence

e Placement Stability: Managed through 3 moves while sustaining full engagement

e Life Skills: Budgeting, travel, self-advocacy, mentoring

e Aspirations: Applying to study Law at UCL and live independently with Unite Foundation support

e Leadership: Peer mentor, public speaker, trusted role model for younger scholars

Case Study: Leo — From School Refusal to Digital Media Pathway

Name: Leo (pseudonym)

Age at start: 15 (Year 10)

Current age: 17 (entering college)

Care status: Foster care since age 12

Placement history: Three moves across Key Stage 4
Local Authority: East Sussex

Programme entry: Joined First Star Scholars UK in autumn 2023

Background Profile

Leo joined following a sudden placement change and a long commute that reduced school attendance to fewer
than three days a week. He avoided group activities and had not travelled independently by train.

Year 1 — Re-engagement and routines (Year 10)

e Travel bursary and buddy system enabled attendance at the first residential
o Completed life-skills sessions (budgeting, simple cooking) and a careers day with an employer
e Agreed a short mentor plan: two evenings of coursework per week and weekly carer check-ins

Year 2 — Confidence and destination (Year 11)

e Began answering questions in online sessions; travelled independently to monthly meet-ups
e Teacher feedback: work submitted on time; asked for help before deadlines
e Chose a post-16 digital media course aligned to interests in editing and graphics
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Impact Summary

e Attendance stabilised; First Star activity attendance consistently >90%.
e Independent travel achieved (“Managed to get the train”)
e Transitioned to a relevant college course with a clear plan

Case Study: Amira — Building Voice, Networks and Optimism

Name: Amira (pseudonym)

Age at start: 14 (Year 9)

Current age: 16 (entering Year 12)

Care status: In foster care since age 10

Placement history: Two moves in lower secondary
Local Authority: London

Programme entry: Joined First Star Scholars UK in summer 2023

Background Profile

Amira tended to spend breaks in the library and avoided group tasks. She had strong literacy but low confidence
speaking to new people.

Year 1 — Small wins and belonging (Year 10)

e Co-designed a sequence: short campus walk = help run an ice-breaker - co-lead a 5-minute study
discussion
e Moved from observer to contributor; reported “my voice is valued” and “I feel connected to others.”

Year 2 — Leadership and next steps (Year 11)

o Took a weekly volunteering role at a local library; practised introductions and conversations
e Drafted a personal statement with a graduate mentor; exploring a university foundation year
e Welcomed new scholars at residentials; helped steady group dynamics

Impact Summary

e Confidence to speak in groups increased; peer network formed
e Purposeful volunteering sustained for two terms
e C(Clear higher-education bridge identified (foundation year)
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Scholars get the opportunity to immerse themselves in university life at UCL, exploring

academic spaces, engaging with peers, and growing in confidence as they navigate new
challenges. Within this dynamic environment, they find community, inspiration, and a sense of
belonging that continues to shape their journey. Each experience deepens their connection to
higher education and daffirms their place within it.
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Case Study: Kai — Life Skills to Work, with HE Kept Open

Name: Kai (pseudonym)

Age at start: 18 (care leaver)

Current age: 19

Care status: Left care; supported accommodation
Placement history: Multiple moves in late adolescence
Local Authority: Kent

Programme entry: Joined First Star Scholars UK in spring 2024

Background Profile

Kai balanced casual shifts with a housing move and irregular sleep, making routines fragile and paperwork
difficult to manage.

Year 1 - Stability and skills (18—-19)

e Mentor focus on calendar use, direct debits and bus routes to simplify early starts

e Short barista training with a partner café; practised timekeeping and customer service; learned
inventory basics

e Used laptop loan and Wi-Fi to complete online modules towards an Access to HE pathway; campus visit
focused on student services

Impact Summary

e Predictable hours and a weekly check-in increased confidence to ask for help
e Negotiated shift changes rather than leaving employment
e Preparing to enrol on an Access course while maintaining part-time work

Insights & Learning (VWhat worked / What to improve)
What worked well:

e Residentials + mentoring created momentum and rapid identity shifts (‘| belong here’)
e Carer engagement increased study time at home and reduced missed sessions

e Early, low-stakes campus exposure normalised HE and reduced anxiety

e C(Clear goals and check-ins improved revision habits and punctuality
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Even better if:

e Attendance barriers (transport, shifts, caring responsibilities) - expand travel bursaries and flexible
scheduling

e Digital access for online sessions - device/wifi checks each term

e Data completeness = tighten CRM prompts and monthly audits

e Employer pathways - deepen partnerships for apprenticeships and work experience

Implementation Priorities (Next 12 Months)

1. Strengthen carer/adult engagement (termly workshops; resources pack; SMS nudges)
Enhance attendance supports (travel bursaries; flexible session windows; safeguarding-informed
follow-up)

3. Expand HE exposure (mini-residentials; student shadowing; subject tasters)

4. Improve data quality (quarterly audits; outcome dashboards; consent refresh)

5. Employer links (STEM and public sector partners; mentor-to-apprentice pipeline)

Key Risks & Mitigations

Risk Potential Impact Mitigation

Attendance/engagement dips | Lower outcomes; missed Travel bursaries; flexible timetabling; carer
milestones outreach

Placement moves Disruption to Rapid re-onboarding protocol; mentor
study/attendance continuity

Safeguarding incidents Wellbeing risk; programme DSL escalation; supervision; reflective
disruption practice

Data gaps Weaker evidence; missed Monthly CRM checks; training; data owner
reporting per site

Funding volatility Programme scale at risk Diversified fundraising; reserves; multi-year

bids

Targets for 2025-26 (lllustrative)

Metric Baseline (2024-25) | Target (2025-26) Notes

GCSE English 4+ pass rate 79% (prev cohort) >80% Maintain or increase with
targeted support

Progression to HE 50% (prev cohort) >55% More mini-residentials; UCAS
support

Training/Employment 45% (prev cohort) >45% Employer partnerships;
apprenticeships

Attendance (programme TBC >80% Bursaries; nudges; flexible

sessions) delivery

Carer workshop participation TBC >50% of carers Termly events + remote offer
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Appendix A: Methods & Data

¢ Data sources: session attendance logs, mentor notes, outcome assessments, GCSE results, destination tracking
(HE/FE/apprenticeship/employment) at 3, 6 and 12 months

e Attribution: where multiple supports exist, we describe contribution and triangulate qualitative with
guantitative data

e Ethics & safeguarding: consent recorded; data minimised; anonymisation applied for case studies; compliance
with GDPR and safeguarding policies

Appendix B: Governance & Safeguarding

¢ Trustees oversee strategy, risk and compliance; senior leadership manages delivery. Designated Safeguarding
Lead (DSL) monitors incidents and reflective practice

¢ Policies include safeguarding, data protection, EDI, complaints and whistleblowing; all reviewed annually

¢ Safer recruitment followed for staff and mentors; enhanced DBS checks in place

Appendix C: Acknowledgements

With thanks to scholars, carers, mentors, university partners, virtual schools and funders who make
this work possible.

What were your favourite parts of the week?

“Socialising with new people, | enjoyed the theatre workshop and | enjoyed the day trip to
Howden’s Insurance Company.”

“The second part of the day at Howden where we learning about the different lives that go into
becoming a company and working with insurance.”

What was the atmosphere like during the week?
“Busy, educational, exciting.”

“It was very friendly and | felt like | could be myself around my fellow peers and the workers”
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FirstStar

Your support makes everything possible

Every donation helps us uplift care-experienced young people and
build brighter futures.

If you are a carer, teacher or professional working with a young
person who could benefit from our programme, we would love to
hear from you.
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info@firststaruk.org  www firststaruk.org 07748 757278

First Star Scholars UK - 167-169 Great Portland street - 5th Floor — London - W IW 5PF

First Star Scholars UK - Charity number: 1180754
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