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Service children and barriers to Higher Education in the UK: How can service children be 

better supported in accessing university  

 

Introduction 

Over the last decade, significant attention has been given to the progression of 

underrepresented social groups entering the UK Higher Education system (Arday, 2022; 

Department for Education, 2015). This attention has led to initiatives designed to target 

pockets of the population where participation at university is low, including the experiences 

of students with disabilities (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2015), students from ethnic 

minority backgrounds (Rollock, 2012; Salisbury, 2019), women in the fields of science, 

technology, engineering, and maths (STEM) (Gioannis, Pasin, and Squazzoni, 2023) and 

young people who have grown up in the care system (Noddings, 2015). However, 

throughout this time, limited research has been done to document the lack of progression 

into higher education for children from military service families, otherwise referred to in the 

literature as service children. Interestingly, it has been communicated how service children 

are seldom perceived to fit traditional measures relating to social exclusion, indexed through 

markers such as social deprivation and economic disadvantage (Riddell and Weedon, 

2014), given that they live in households where at least one, if not both, parents are in full-

time work (Noret et al., 2014). Nevertheless, statistical data from the Directorate of Children 

and Young People (2018) has exposed how out of all service children who hold the 

necessary grades for admission to a university, as a proportion, 40% fewer students from 

military families end up going to university than their non-military peers (who hold the 

necessary grades). This statistic highlights a deep-rooted problem in how service children 

are taught to think about university from a cultural and practical standpoint. 

 Considering this situation, existing research on service children has documented the 

sophisticated social and cultural barriers many encounter while growing up. For example, 

issues of frequent geographical mobility brought about by their parent's military postings and 

prolonged tours of duty have been connected to emotional distress (McCullouch, Hall and 

Ellis, 2018; Noret et al., 2014). At the same time, it has been documented how these 

emotional experiences can lead to a loss of connection with peer groups and a lack of 

stability within the family home, something that is understood to lead to feelings of 

withdrawal and isolation (Department for Health, 2015; Forces in Mind Trust, 2015). 

Although these insights expose the complex experiences of service children in childhood 

and their teenage years, a gap has emerged in the literature on how these experiences 

impact future career aspirations and educational choices post-18 (McCullouch and Hall, 

2016; Ritchie et al., 2019). This research, undertaken within the geographical vicinity of one 
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of the United Kingdom’s largest military garrisons in the North of England, seeks to develop 

a greater insight into the underlying reasons for the underrepresentation of service children 

within the university system. Through this perspective, we chart how experiencing the 

debilitating effects of moving schools impacts pastoral support and the ability of service 

children to make reflexive choices about future careers, exposing them to the guidance 

offered by family members who do not always see the value of tertiary education. It is 

argued that this situation causes service children to be viewed as flawed consumers by 

broader society as opposed to a group needing structured interventions and guidance about 

educational choices post-18. Subsequently, we articulate how this situation facilitates the 

need for civic development of knowledge, skills, and understanding about university for 

service children within schools to enable them to become active and informed citizens 

(Smith and Neoh, 2023).   

 The article is structured as follows. First, an overview of the literature on social 

exclusion from the Higher Education sector is provided to help place the research findings 

into a broader context. Then, the theoretical work of Zygmunt Bauman (1998; 2000; 2005) 

and his concept of flawed consumers is unpacked to inform the reader about the conceptual 

lens through which service children’s experiences of not applying to university will be 

theorised. Next, the methods section introduces the reader to the research process, the role 

of semi-structured interviews and focus groups in collecting the data, the data analysis 

methods, the sample size and the ethical considerations involved in undertaking the 

research. From here, the research findings are presented. The first part explores service 

children's lack of pastoral support in schools and how this has impacted their overall career 

aims post-18. These findings articulate how service children are seen to occupy a liminal 

position within the school system, evidenced by a need for a strong relationship with pastoral 

support instigated through their propensity to move from school to school. Consequently, it is 

argued that service children need more help for their complex emotional needs and career 

advice that could steer them towards Higher Education. The second strand builds upon the 

first by documenting how this lack of pastoral support within schools leads service children to 

rely heavily on family guidance. This guidance is understood to be built around the cultural 

sphere of military values that promote vocational skills over academic education, thereby 

directing service children away from post-18 tertiary education and into employment, 

apprenticeships, and other technical forms of education. 

Access to Higher Education: Setting the Scene 

When seeking to understand the importance of students accessing Higher Education, it is 

vital to consider these views within the broader context of the university landscape and the 
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policy drivers that have guided the sector over the last twenty-five years since the 

introduction of tuition fees (Thompson, 2019). One significant development in this period has 

been the marketisation of the British Higher Education system and its role in viewing 

students as consumers. This change is understood to have given students a greater level of 

expectation of what their experiences of Higher Education ought to be like while at the same 

time placing a greater emphasis on their ability to choose courses aligned with specific 

careers (Furedi, 2010; Molesworth et al., 2009). Considering this change in trajectory, 

academics researching the impact of this policy decision have argued that the shift towards 

a marketised approach is one of the main drivers of inequality within the sector (Brown 

2018). This perspective is put forward forcefully by Lynch (2006), who describes universities 

as having become “powerful consumer-orientated corporate networks” (p. 1) incorporating a 

neoliberal framework into their operating models and business structure. Within this broader 

critical narrative, it is explained how the underrepresentation of certain social groups is 

monitored through a managerial approach that uses corporate management techniques 

based on target setting, as opposed to targeted interventions that seek to understand better 

the social realities leading to low participation (Chowdry et al., 2013; Lewis, 2002).  

For example, in the United Kingdom, a report published by the Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS, 2014) sought to improve higher education admission 

amongst underrepresented groups by monitoring outcomes across the student lifecycle. This 

strategy hinges on three key areas. The first explores outcomes by looking at access and 

the need to improve entrance rates amongst disadvantaged groups to narrow the 

participation gap (p. 16). The second assesses participation and addresses retention and 

attainment gaps (p. 45). The third measure of progression is monitoring access to 

postgraduate study and employment outcomes (p. 66). The Office for Students (OfS, 2019), 

the independent regulator for Higher Education in England, has also recognised the need to 

provide equal opportunities for students from underrepresented groups. Under its charter, 

the OfS requires that Higher Education providers set out how to ensure equality of 

opportunity for underrepresented groups, such as disabled students and students from 

ethnic minority backgrounds. This approach requires that institutions examine the outcomes 

of students throughout their Higher Education journey, with financial penalties being handed 

out to providers who do not adhere to these standards for widened participation (Office for 

Students, 2019; Thompson, 2019).  

Post-secondary school transitions, agency, and flawed consumers 

Whilst equality data focuses on the role of providers and associated agencies, it is also 

crucial to consider the impact of this system on students and their transitions from school to 
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university. When discussing the complexity of such transitions, Cobb and Alwell (2009, p.71) 

explain how this process should be understood through a perspective emphasising a change 

in status, characterised “from behaving primarily as a student to assuming emergent adult 

roles.” It is widely understood within the literature that such transitions increase the 

expectations placed on young people, causing them to take on more responsibility for their 

learning and career pathways post-university. In turn, increasing the emphasis on the 

individual and the importance of reflexively managing information, as making the wrong 

choice, can impact the type of degree studied or the option to attend university in the first 

place (Ostrowski, 2016). 

Transitions from school to university have been examined extensively through 

literature centred around bioecological perspectives that seek to demonstrate how 

transitioning learners are viewed as active “agents” at the centre of a multi-layered and 

complex ecology (Hewett, Douglas and McLinden, 2023). In this context, “agency” explains 

how students should control their lives, enabling them to influence events such as pursuing 

higher education and related careers (e.g., McLinden et al., 2020). However, it is crucial to 

realise that not all social groups have equal opportunities and access to the information 

required to implement their agency successfully. This point is highlighted in the case of 

service children and other marginalised groups within the education system who need 

targeted interventions to provide them with the knowledge necessary to traverse the 

educational landscape in front of them. Therefore, the significance placed by contemporary 

neoliberal societies on emphasising individual agency throughout a learner’s academic 

pathway exposes deep-seated problems and fundamental inequalities in suitably preparing 

children for further education and adulthood (e.g., Douglas et al., 2018; Hewett et al., 2017). 

In this context, these experiences can be better understood through the lens of what the 

Polish social theorist Zygmunt Bauman (2005, p.38) has termed ‘flawed consumers.’  

Here, Bauman (2000; 2005) explains how contemporary society defines those 

perceived as unable to use their agency as blemished, defective, faulty and deficient—in 

other words, inadequate— consumers. According to Bauman (2000), one of the core 

features of late/liquid modern societies has been the transition from an economic system 

built around modes of production to one organised around consumerism, whereby 

citizenship is predicated on one's ability to consume and make the right choice in doing so. 

This shift highlights how an ability to decipher information through the prism of individual 

agency is championed over the ability or capacity to engage in productive activities, as was 

the case in industrial/solid modernity (Swain, Lashua and Spracklen, 2021; 2024). Bauman 

(2005, p.24) explains that in liquid modernity, consumers are “dictated first and foremost by 

the need to play the role of the consumer, and the norm our society holds up to its members 



 

5 
 

is that of the ability and willingness to play it.” Subsequently, this metamorphic change in the 

economic base of Western economies has led to a substantial modification in how these 

societies are structured. For instance, in a society characterised by consumption, status is 

derived from the level of choice one has and one’s ability to demonstrate to others that this 

choice has been undertaken wisely within the rubric of instrumentalised consumer 

rationalities (Bauman, 2011). The greater the degree of choice in selecting goods for 

consumption, the greater the status bestowed upon such individuals. Conversely, those who 

lack the resources needed to make informed decisions, whether culturally or materialistically, 

are characterised as ‘flawed,’ deficient or inadequate. A label that goes on to place them 

outside the boundaries of moral care and responsibility (Bauman, 2006).  

Interestingly, an understanding of how consumption practices come to be defined as 

flawed or deficient is developed further in the work of the social and political theorist Nikolas 

Rose (1996; 2000), who infuses the work of Bauman (2000) on consumerism with ideas 

from the French philosopher Michel Foucault on governmentality (also see Dean, 1999). 

Rose (2000) suggests that, following the demise of social modes of governing based on 

traditional notions of collectivism, seen most prominently in conventional understandings of 

class-based politics, we are instead now living through a period of human history that has 

seen the emergence of a new regime of political power that he terms ethopolitics. This 

system has seen the notion of citizenship and the conceptualisation of interpersonal 

connections with others become understood in markedly diverse ways. The first point of 

difference is that allegiance and responsibility to others are no longer articulated in terms of 

society but, at the same time, not wholly individualised. Instead, Rose sees society as being 

replaced by a new field of action comprising sub-national neighbourhoods, families, or 

interest groups to which individuals are deemed morally bound (see Rose, 1996). This point 

connects with thinkers like Bauman (2000) and Maffessoli (1996), who refer to this 

phenomenon through the rubric of neo-tribes. In this context, individuals are considered 

citizens, not of society, but of communities that command their allegiance and provide the 

guidelines, techniques, and aspirations around how they are expected to conduct 

themselves (Rose, 2000: Bauman, 2000).  

 The second difference is that, under Rose’s concept of ethopolitics, consumption 

has become the substantive domain around which conceptions of responsible citizenship 

revolve. In the absence of traditional self-referential structures found in earlier societies, 

those living in the epoch of liquid/late modernity are forced to reflexively negotiate new self-

narratives for themselves through articulating particular consumption practices—in the field 

of education; this can mean choosing career pathways and university courses from a wide 

selection. However, considering the unlimited choices faced by individuals in these arenas, 
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the cultivation of a coherent approach to consuming represents a particularly complex 

process, an ongoing project of the self which requires a penchant for interpreting symbolic 

meanings generated around the choices that one makes. Rose (1999) refers to this concept 

as ‘grammars of living’ in how these meanings are infused with a moral undertone that 

prescribes socially sanctioned behaviour and consumption (Duncan and Duncan, 2004). 

Such codes attribute ethical and moral values to lifestyle choices. In this context, a failure to 

make the correct choice invites disapproval from others and implies a defective ethical 

relationship with oneself, causing the individual to be stigmatised and blamed for their 

inability to reflexively engage with the information they have been provided (Rose, 1999; 

Bauman, 2000; Fletcher and Swain, 2016). 

Research Approach and Methods 

The data underpinning this research was undertaken near one of the largest military 

garrisons in the United Kingdom, located in the North of England. It involved twenty semi‐

structured individual interviews (Edwards and Holland, 2013), three focus group interviews 

(Sim and Waterfield, 2019) and interviews conducted during participant observation. In total, 

thirty-five participants were interviewed during the research, with interviewees sourced from 

various stakeholders, all of whom had either expertise or valuable experiences in 

documenting the cultural barriers towards accessing Higher Education faced by service 

children. These included service children, the families of service children, military personnel, 

and those working for external agencies with a personal stake in the educational attainment 

of service children, including teachers, members of senior leadership, pastoral support, 

safeguarding leads, and policy advisors. Interviews addressed diverse topics, from 

educational experiences to future career aims and issues relating to emotional 

wellbeing. They took place at multiple locations, such as participants' homes, schools, and 

community centres, and virtually via Microsoft Teams. The interviews varied in duration from 

around forty minutes to two hours. Most interviews were recorded via electronic Dictaphone 

and transcribed verbatim, with a small amount transcribed through memory. All data from the 

interviews underwent a process of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021) that helped 

formulate the general dimensions around which the results and discussion section are 

constructed.  

Semi-structured interviews as a data-gathering tool emphasise the importance of 

collecting stakeholders' experiences through encouraging two-way dialogue (Brown and 

Danaher, 2019). On the one hand, this approach provided rich and detailed insights into the 

lived experiences of service children and the reasons for their underrepresentation in the 

Higher Education system, incorporating a democratic process to data collection that allowed 
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participants to share their experiences and open up about sensitive issues that impacted 

their lives and those of others (Oplatka, 2018). At the same time, it also allowed for 

comparisons with previous and future data. Here, the loose structure provided by the 

interview guide enabled the research to focus on critical areas of investigation without being 

drawn off course, allowing an element of efficiency and focus within the research process. 

Furthermore, university research ethics protocols were followed to maintain the anonymity, 

confidentiality, and safety of the research participants and the researcher (Bryman, 2012). 

This process also involved gaining consent from participants, the parents of service children 

and headteachers within the schools where the research occurred. Consequently, the 

names of all research participants are anonymised, as is the network of schools where 

participants were based. 

Findings 

Fragmented pastoral support 

It has been documented how experiences of geographical mobility characterise the life of 

armed forces personnel, impacting those within military families who move routinely between 

British armed forces bases in the United Kingdom and overseas. Subsequently, the theme of 

mobility, defined as the tendency to move from one position, location, or situation to another, 

played a central part in the educational experiences of service children due to how such 

experiences impacted their ability to build relationships and access information relating to 

university and career advice. In this context, the research found that teachers and students 

felt a culture of inconsistency in the level of pastoral support provided to service children, 

exposing how when support networks were established, they were not in place for long 

before the child was transferred as part of their parents’ redeployment. This problem was 

commented upon by Ofsted (2011, p.15), who documented how service children were open 

to "social" and "emotional disturbance" due to repeatedly changing schools.  

Teachers who contributed to the research provided a deeper insight into the problem 

of service children routinely transferring between schools, communicating how this level of 

mobility had an emotional toll on students, severely impacting their relationships with 

teachers and pastoral staff. In addition, many of the teachers and senior leadership staff 

interviewed explained that the service children they encountered experienced feelings of 

isolation due to their inability to assimilate into the broader culture of the school and the 

wider community within which the school was situated. These experiences placed many 

service children as outsiders within these educational settings, causing many to feel isolated.  

It is strange because these children will be in your class for a few months and then 

disappear. It makes it hard to build any sort of relationship with them because you 
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don’t really get the time to break the ice, so to speak. (Catherine, secondary school 

teacher) 

I have taught numerous service children in my time as a teacher. I don’t think I have 

ever had a situation where I have managed to build a meaningful relationship with any 

of them. This is not for want of trying; it is just that they are in the school one minute 

and then off to another before you can get to know them. (Mary, secondary school 

teacher and head of year 11) 

Such transience also caused staff to struggle to develop meaningful relationships with many 

of the service children they encountered, severely impacting pastoral support and the 

communication of information regarding post-18 education/career choices. 

It can be very tough to guide service children and engage with them about post-18 

choices like university and careers. Not because the students aren’t interested or don’t 

want to engage but because you will meet them a few times over a few months or, if 

you are lucky, a whole school year, then they will move school. It becomes incredibly 

frustrating; it is as if these children are here one minute and gone the next. (Natalie, 

head of pastoral support) 

Such insights gave the research a deeper understanding of how service children found 

themselves navigating the margins of school communities with limited access to pastoral 

advice through career guidance and post-18 educational options, such as attending 

university. Building upon the ideas of thinkers like Bauman (2000) and Rose (2000), these 

findings expose how service children struggle to access valuable information about tertiary 

education or, to use Rose’s terminology, the ‘grammars of living’ that could enable them to 

make informed choices about future study options. Through this lens, it can be seen how 

service children are missing valuable information about Higher Education due to their lack of 

permanency within school communities and the pastoral support that comes with being a 

part of a stable educational environment.  

The service children interviewed as part of the research spoke about how 

experiences of changing school or college frequently, in some cases up to eight times 

throughout their educational life course, significantly impacted their understanding of the 

university system. These experiences, in turn, influenced their priorities of what they thought 

was important post-18. 

Yeah, I think there is a lack of understanding of what university is; it's not been 

particularly well advertised in the schools I have attended; there have been so many 

that it all just merges into one. At one, we had some students come in and do a talk, 
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but that is all I remember. I would like to know more; I just need to know where to go 

[Peter, service child, aged 16] 

I don’t really know, I haven't discussed anything about university with any of the 

teachers here, but to be fair to them, I have only arrived this year … the beginning of 

year 10, but at my other schools, I didn’t get any information [Eric, service child aged 

15] 

When I look back, the amount of support I got from my schools was non-existent. I 

remember finishing year 11, and then my dad got posted up North. I went to an entirely 

new college, a new environment, and no friends. I suppose I had other things to deal 

with; thinking about what I would do after became a second thought; I just wanted to 

survive in my new environment. (Holly, service child aged 25) 

The need to ‘survive’ these new educational environments exposed the research to the 

multifaceted barriers that service children face within school environments and how this 

forged a mentality that isolated service children from Higher Education outreach initiatives. 

This was partly because many participants were not in the same educational setting long 

enough to benefit fully from such schemes, highlighting a lack of targeted interventions to 

help these students navigate educational choices post-18.  

However, the research also uncovered how staff perceptions of service children 

influenced this lack of engagement, exposing how many teachers and senior leadership 

were unaware of their experiences and how this had come to impact pastoral support. This 

line of investigation exposed how many staff were unaware of how marginalised service 

children were within the university system. In this context, staff referred to service children as 

being "resilient"; however, underneath this term, there was an acknowledgement that this 

resilience could be mistaken for an attitude of being uninterested or aloof from others in their 

schools. For example, the service children interviewed explained how they felt 

uncomfortable engaging with teachers about their issues, leading many to hide their 

emotions and become wary of interacting with those outside their immediate inner circle. 

Yet, at the same time, staff members communicated that this lack of interaction was also 

causing the needs and experiences of service children to go unheard, leaving many 

teachers and senior leaders unaware of the barriers they faced. 

We don’t know much about them. They haven’t really got a label or a narrative as to 

why they aren’t attending university. As a result, I think many teachers and policy 

advisers just see them as any other child, without really getting to grips with the 

underlying barriers they face, moving schools and everything. (Roger, senior school 

leader)  
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Inadequate awareness surrounding the unique experiences of service children, coupled 

with a prevalent perception of their resilience among school staff, has unfortunately 

resulted in a profound misunderstanding of the challenges these students encounter in 

pursuing Higher Education. Consequently, the inquiry into why service children aren't 

pursuing university education remains largely unexplored within the minds of many 

educators and school administrators. Instead of delving into the systemic barriers that 

hinder their educational journey, they tend to attribute their apparent disengagement to 

individual deficiencies, neglecting the broader institutional and societal factors at play. 

This oversight reflects a broader societal trend where service children are inadvertently 

depicted as flawed consumers within a neoliberal framework. This framework prioritises 

individual responsibility over systemic support, leading to the misconception that their 

educational outcomes are solely due to personal choices rather than systemic 

inadequacies. Therefore, there is an urgent need for enhanced pastoral guidance in 

schools to address this systemic blind spot and provide service children with the support 

and advocacy they require to navigate the educational landscape successfully. 

Moving Towards Family Guidance 

Amidst the challenges encountered within the school environment, the voices of many 

service children echoed a growing dependence on their families for guidance regarding 

career paths and educational decisions. Echoing previous research on army families 

(Children’s Commissioner, 2018; Ritchie et al., 2019), the cultural landscape of military life is 

marked by constant mobility between bases, the emotional toll of deployments, and the 

persistent shadow of potential loss. Consequently, the family unit emerges as a steadfast 

anchor amidst this turbulent sea of change, providing a sense of stability and continuity for 

service children. This observation resonates strongly with the present study's findings, 

wherein participants articulated how their post-18 educational trajectories were significantly 

shaped by the cultural ethos of their family unit. Within this familial sphere, military values 

emphasising practicality and vocational training influenced service children towards specific 

career paths over others. 

I was straight off to the Marines at 18; I just thought that my dad was in the forces and 

my uncle served in the Marines…I was always encouraged to follow in their footsteps. 

So, I knew from when I was young that I would go down to Devon, to Lympstone, to 

begin my training. (Michael, a former service child, aged 30)  

This mentality was also present in the thoughts of service children who hadn’t followed one 

of their parents into the military. 
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Participant: After school, I want to work with young children in a nursery, so I have 

signed up for a college course to give me work placements.  

Interviewer; What about university? 

Participant: I never really thought about it; I just wanted to work; I don’t see how a 

degree would help me; it would only take time. (Lucy, service child, aged 16) 

Service children who had decided to attend university spoke about the anxiety this decision 

had caused them due to it contrasting with the cultural values of the family sphere in which 

they had grown up. 

Participant: I remember when I decided to go to university, it felt like a really big step. I 

chose to study English Literature, and a lot of people in my family questioned my 

choice to go away to study. This caused me to constantly question if I was making the 

right decision instead of getting a job, paying my way and all that when I got to 18. So, 

when I decided to continue my education, it felt like a big decision. 

Interviewer: What did your parents say? 

Participant: To be fair, they supported me once I decided. But my dad knew nothing 

about the loan system, and I think it scared him about all the debt and everything. He 

also worried that I would just go and doss for three years and that I could use that time 

better by working or getting into the job market. (Vanessa, 29, former service child) 

These testimonies illuminated the formidable structural barriers that encumber the agency of 

service children in navigating their educational options beyond the age of 18. Notably, this 

revelation underscored the paramount importance of the family unit in shepherding service 

children through various junctures of life and in informing decisions about careers and post-

18 educational choices. 

 The imperative to seek belonging and guidance from a sub-national community, such 

as the family unit, underscores Rose’s (2000) assertion regarding the inherent moral ties 

individuals maintain with broader cultural systems. Vanessa's testimony poignantly 

exemplified this perspective, elucidating how diverging from established norms within the 

familial and military context-induced considerable apprehension about her decision to study 

at university. This starkly delineated the disparity between the cultural values ingrained in 

military families and liberal societal norms. The research further unveiled how, within the 

cultural milieu of military families, a paramount emphasis was placed on pragmatic 

applications and skill development. This ethos partly stemmed from the firsthand 

experiences of parents who had served in the armed forces, recognising the tangible 
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benefits of practical and vocational skills honed through on-the-job training. A compelling 

illustration of this perspective emerged during an interview with Stuart, an army officer with 

three children in school. 

  

I learnt all about being an engineer by serving in the army. I learnt on the job in some, 

shall we say, tricky situations. The military gave me all the support I needed. So, I 

could earn as I learnt, get real-world experience…I want something similar for my 

children…Going out into the world and experiencing it is the best way to learn. 

Nevertheless, the research unearthed another layer to this emphasis on practical and 

vocational experiences: a palpable concern regarding the financial strain associated with 

university attendance. This concern, the researchers concluded, stemmed from the limited 

exposure of military parents to higher education institutions, resulting in a lack of 

comprehension regarding the intricacies of the loan repayment process. Consequently, there 

existed a moral dilemma for these parents that centred around the prospect of burdening 

their children with crippling debt even before they embarked on their professional journeys. 

This poignant issue resonated deeply with many of the military parents interviewed, who 

perceived it as unjust and a significant source of anxiety. This sentiment is vividly articulated 

in the forthcoming interview excerpt. 

The debt worries me; you hear it all the time, students coming out of university with 

fifty thousand pounds worth of debt. I don’t want my children to have that burden 

around their necks…I would feel very uneasy about that. (Sandra, mother of service 

children) 

These perspectives shed light on both a palpable unease and a dearth of understanding 

surrounding the intricacies of the university funding system, intertwined with a profound 

ethical debate regarding the ramifications of imposing debt upon their children. When 

scrutinised within the framework of the ethos emphasising learning and earning concurrently 

while in service, it becomes apparent how the familial environment navigated by service 

children, heavily imbued with military values, can serve as a formidable impediment to 

contemplating university attendance. Consequently, when contextualising these revelations 

within the broader landscape of feeling marginalised and lacking adequate pastoral support 

within schools, it becomes evident how these entrenched values nurtured within the familial 

setting can profoundly influence the post-18 decisions made by service children. Addressing 

this disparity in pastoral care and fostering a supportive school environment is imperative in 

empowering service children to explore diverse educational pathways and cultivate active 

citizenship beyond their military upbringing. 
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Conclusion 

The emotional toll of frequent relocations between schools exacts a heavy price on service 

children, undermining their sense of belonging within the broader educational community 

and diminishing the quality of pastoral guidance available to them regarding post-18 

educational pathways. Within this context, the facade of resilience often adopted by service 

children to navigate their compulsory schooling years serves as a coping mechanism amid 

the instability of their geographical transitions. However, intriguingly, the research reveals 

that this facade not only masks their struggles but also hinders their ability to forge 

meaningful connections with educators and pastoral caregivers, thereby impeding their full 

utilisation of agency. Consequently, this dearth of relational capital translates into a 

significant deficit in the information and support service children receive regarding post-18 

education, leaving them ill-equipped to navigate the complexities of a consumer-driven 

educational landscape. Moreover, growing up within close-knit military families provides a 

sense of security amidst the flux of constant relocation, leading many service children to 

retreat into the familial and cultural sphere for guidance and stability. Yet, this retreat 

reinforces sub-national values within the family unit that prioritise practicality and vocational 

training over pursuing higher education. Consequently, service children's aspirations often 

align with these familial values, perpetuating a cycle that veers away from the traditional 

trajectory of university education. 

This confluence of factors, compounded by their marginalised status within 

educational institutions and the lack of understanding about their unique experiences among 

educators and policymakers, renders service children vulnerable as consumers within a 

market-driven educational paradigm. Schools must prioritise robust pastoral support 

mechanisms tailored to their needs to address this systemic imbalance and foster active 

citizenship among service children. By doing so, educational institutions can empower 

service children to make informed decisions about their post-18 futures and transcend the 

limitations imposed by their transient lifestyles, enabling them to realise their full potential as 

active participants in society. Recommendations for interventions and future research to 

enhance support and understanding of the hurdles service children encounter in accessing 

university should focus on several key points. Firstly, there is a critical need to bolster 

pastoral support structures explicitly tailored for service children, enabling them to acquire 

the necessary information to make informed decisions about their post-18 careers. The 

research underscores a glaring issue in how service children consistently lack sufficient and 

consistent pastoral guidance on several topics, including essential knowledge about 

university opportunities and the pathways available to them through higher education. 

Collaborative efforts between schools, the armed forces, and the Ministry of Defence should 
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coalesce around a comprehensive plan for enhancing pastoral care, aimed at mitigating the 

disruptive impact of frequent school transitions experienced by service children. Establishing 

a dedicated working group focused on mentoring and pastoral support could facilitate 

consistent assistance for service children and their families across various postings, offering 

invaluable guidance on course offerings, career trajectories, and funding opportunities in 

higher education. Such initiatives have the potential to challenge prevailing assumptions 

about university education and alleviate concerns surrounding debt and employability. 

Secondly, addressing staff's pervasive lack of awareness regarding the lived 

experiences and challenges encountered by service children within the educational system 

is imperative. Interventions should be designed to educate teaching personnel, especially 

those near military installations, about the crucial role of supporting service children. By 

enhancing awareness, educators can better recognise signs of struggle among service 

children adjusting to new school environments. Moreover, a minority of research participants 

suggested that teachers with military backgrounds may possess a unique insight into 

addressing pastoral issues due to their subjective experiences. While this area warrants 

further investigation, leveraging the expertise of former military personnel in educational 

settings could foster greater cohesion among service children, military families, academic 

institutions, and the Ministry of Defence. This exchange of knowledge has the potential to 

cultivate a shared understanding and respect among stakeholders, facilitating more effective 

support for service children. 

In summary, it is imperative to acknowledge and address the barriers encountered by 

service children within pastoral support. By implementing targeted interventions and 

fostering collaborative partnerships between stakeholders, service children can receive the 

comprehensive support they need to thrive academically and transition successfully into 

adulthood. 
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