
Hi. My name’s Richard and I’m a member of the LEAPS team. Thank you for taking the 
time to view this presentation on estranged pupils, and how we can work together to 
support them. 
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You may already be familiar with issues around estrangement and access to education, 
or you may be relatively unfamiliar with this area of LEAPS’s work. In any case, once
some context has been established, I’d like to look at three key areas

Firstly, we will look at how LEAPS and other organisations define estrangemet. What 
does it mean when a student is estranged?

We will then have a look at how estrangement may affect a student’s participation in 
education. How can challenges presented by estrangement stop pupils from achieving 
their academic potential?

Finally, we will examine how you may support estranged students to overcome some of 
the challenges they may face, and what existing support you can point them towards.
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In 2017, the Scottish Funding Council identified estranged students as a group ‘at risk’ of 
not achieving their full potential
This solidified the distinct status of this group within outreach and widening 
participation activity in Scotland
Since then, in collaboration with our partner universities and schools, LEAPS has 
intensified its work to support pupils from an estranged background 
Despite this work, estranged pupils can still face a range of challenges when making the 
transition into and through higher education 
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Definitions of estrangement vary across institutions and experts and are subject to 
review and updates from time to time. Estrangement can also cut across gender, race 
and socio-economic status. Causes are varied, and can be the result of mismatched 
expectations about family roles and relationships, a clash in personalities and values, 
emotional or physical abuse, or a combination some or all of these issues.
That being said, fundamentally, there are some basic features of estrangement  that you 
can bear in mind when helping to identify and support pupils
Essentially, if someone is estranged, they have little or no contact with their parents, 
and/or their wider family network. This dynamic may be cyclical, and/or it may become 
less or more acute across a period of time. For example, someone may cease contact 
with both parents for a period of months, then have some limited interaction with them, 
often unsolicited and not necessarily positive. The estranged person may cease contact 
again, or find that even if they do have contact, there is little or no emotional and/or 
financial support forthcoming.

Estrangement may last for a period of months or years, or may in fact be permanent. 
Often individuals are unable to say whether there may be a chance of reconciliation. Or 
sometimes relationships are clearly irreparable. What is important, for the purposes of 
definitions at the point at which you and LEAPS will be working with a young person, is 
whether they can be considered to be estranged at the point of transition form high 
school to higher education.
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In some respects, an estranged pupils’ family dynamic may be similar to that of a care 
experienced pupil. However, there are key differences between the two to consider. 
Essentially, estrangement is a breakdown of relationships that fully presents itself after an 
individual has turned 16. As a result, there is no statutory obligation for the state to care 
for or support an estranged person, in the same way that is required for individuals who 
experience a similar dynamic before the age of 16 – that is to say, care experienced 
individuals. 

It is perhaps ill advised to draw too may parallels between these two groups – in fact 
doing so may alienate or irritate individuals who identify as one of the two but

The legal distinction between has various significant consequences. 
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As far as access estrangement and participation in higher estrangement goes, estranged, 
individuals are often subjected to emotional and/or financial difficulties that can make it 
harder for them to access and then fully participate in Higher Education.

Estrangement can take a significant emotional toll and can sometimes significantly 
diminish confidence. From an advice and guidance perspective, estranged pupils’ needs 
can be acute, as they may not be able to draw advice or encouragement from a parent 
or carer about what to after school. They may also feel stigmatised and isolated.

Despite clearly facing a variety of obstacles, estranged young people are not currently 
guaranteed a widening access offer in the same way that SIMD20 and care experienced 
students are. This means they may be asked to achieve the same grades to secure a 
place at university, as someone who has a lot more financial and emotional support to 
draw from.

What is more, estranged students are not currently entitled to the care experienced 
bursary for HE, and will therefore need to find a substantial sum every year in order to 
support themselves and pay for accommodation throughout their studies. 
Homelessness and financial hardship can prevent students from finishing their studies

Dealing with some or all of these challenges, without either the financial or emotional 
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support of a parent or carer can sometimes lead to pupils dismissing higher education as 
an option in the first place
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So how does LEAPS support estranged pupils?

Being estranged makes pupils in our partner schools LEAPS-eligible – regardless of 
whether they meet any of our other socio-economic criteria. Like all other LEAPS pupils, 
those who are estranged must also meet our academic criteria – they must show 
potential too gain a minimum of three Highers by the end of S5.

We have a named contact for estranged pupils – currently me – who is on hand to offer 
advice, guidance and support about making the transition to higher education. This is 
primarily for pupils, but if you as a teacher have any questions or queries regarding how 
best to support an estranged pupil, please do not hesitate to get in touch.

Aside from ad hoc and responsive support, we also do targeted mailings for this group, 
sharing relevant information, advice and guidance for each year group.

Part of both our ad hoc and general support involves directing pupils to dedicated 
spaces for estranged pupils on our website. These offer further information and advice 
that may be helpful

Apart from our own content, we are also available to signpost pupils to individuals and 
organisations that can offer further support – named contacts and colleges and 
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universities, for example.
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How do universities & colleges support estranged students?

A few universities, but by no means all, currently include estranged pupils in their 
contextual admissions policies. Those who do recognise estrangement this way may not 
necessarily guarantee an estranged student a minimum offer, but they will at least ‘flag’ 
the student in question and attempt to make as achievable an offer as possible.

Some universities offer additional funding, through scholarships and grants. Generally, 
larger universities with more resources, are able to offer more funding. But it is certainly 
worth checking what is available with each institution in question.

Most universities have a named contact for estranged students and prospective 
students. Pupils may contact them before they apply, to ask about what support –
financial and non-financial – that would be available to them if they were to take up a 
place. Once an offer has been accepted, so as long as the student has been identified as 
estranged, the named contact will liaise with the student in question and their 
institution’s support services

Many universities and colleges across Scotland have now taken the Stand Alone Pledge -
publically committing their institution to supporting students who are studying 
without the support or approval of a family network. This initiative has been 
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launched and administered by the charity Stand Alone, which supports and 
advocates for adults experiencing family estrangement. They have a dedicated 
space on their website for supporting access to Higher Education. They don’t 
currently actively work with under 18s, but much of the information and support 
they provide online can be useful for a young person making the transition from 
school to college or university.
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In addition to LEAPS, Stand Alone and university support services, there are a range of 
organisations that you can help sign post your pupils towards.

The Buttle Trust provides financial assistance for estranged young people between 
the ages of 16 and 20. 
Support is provided to help achieve a defined goal in relation to education, 
training or employment. So Higher Education is just one area in which they can 
help.

UCAS has become much more attuned to issues around estrangement in recent 
years. They now have a dedicated space on their website with advice and 
guidance for estranged students, and plan to introduce a ‘tickbox’ to identify 
estranged students at the point of application soon. When this becomes available 
it should help identify students to higher ed institutions so that they receive 
contextual flags for admissions where eligible, and so they can be linked up more 
easily with support services at their chosen destination. Introduction of this 
tickbox has been delayed but will hopefully be introduced for the 2021 intake.

SAAS consider estranged students as ‘independent; and therefore eligible for a 
£1000, non-repayable annual bursary, in addition to their fee payment and 
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eligibility for a student loan. To receive their bursdary, students will need to 
contact SAAS and evidence their estrangement. This does NOT require students to 
contact their parents. SAAS will send the applicant a form to fill in to confirm that 
they don not currently receive support from either of their parents, and that this 
dynamic does not appear likely to change in the near future. This form must be 
endorsed by a professional – for example, a teacher, and submitted to SAAS for 
approval before funds can be assigned.

Thu UNITE foundation can provide 365 day university accommodation for the 
duration of an estranged student’s undergraduate studies. They work in 
partnership with four universities in Scotland – Robrt Gordon, Stratchclye, 
Edinburgh Napier, and the University of Edinburgh. 
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So how can teachers support estranged pupils, aside from working with them in class?

There are many way that you and your teaching colleagues can help

You can encourage pupils to self identify as estranged to LEAPS so that we can adapt and 
supplement our advice and guidance

Where appropriate, be prepared to support pupils with ‘evidencing’ their estrangement 
to organisations such as SAAS and the Buttle Trust

Help make sure pupils tick the estranged box when it is rolled out via UCAS

Try to build pupils’ confidence by alerting them to the fact that there is a lot of support 
available to them and that they are not on their own

9



If you want to find out more about how estrangement can influence participation in 
education, you may want to consult the following resources from the ‘Estranged 
Students’ project:

For a concise overview of many of the issues that estranged students can face when 
accessing Higher and Further Education:
Taylor, Y., & Costa, C. (2019). Estranged Students in Higher and Further Education. 
Glasgow: University of Strathclyde.

For an illustrated insight into students’ perspective, see:
Taylor, Y., Costa, C., & Singh, S. (2019). Estranged Students: Illustrating the Issues. 
Glasgow: University of Strathclyde. 

For further training, support and information resources:
Singh, S., Taylor, Y., & Costa, C. (2020). Estranged Students: (Widening) 
Participation Postcards. Glasgow: University of Strathclyde.

The Estranged students project is funded by the Carnegie Trust and the Society for 
Research into Higher Education. It aims to understand the challenges faced by 
estranged students. Its work is already informing policy, to ensure these students 
feel as ‘at home’ and connected as their classmates.
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