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Care-experienced young adults (CEYA) face some of the most persistent structural barriers to accessing higher education and employment in the UK, including financial insecurity, disrupted educational pathways, and limited access to guidance and networks. The University of Roehampton developed the I-CAN Project as a targeted response to these challenges, with the aim of unlocking progression routes and enabling CEYA to transition into education, training, or employment with meaningful support.

The I-CAN Project was designed to address the most immediate barriers faced by participants, particularly financial constraints and standard entry requirements that often exclude care-experienced learners from traditional progression routes. The programme aimed to provide a viable pathway into further education for those wishing to continue studying, connect participants with local employers offering entry-level opportunities, and raise awareness of longer-term education and career options to support a sustained shift in aspiration and confidence. While originally focused on nursing apprenticeships, the project was adapted to reflect the broader ambitions and interests of learners across health and social care and beyond.

Delivered as a one-year pilot co-funded by the University of Roehampton and NHS South West Integrated Care Board, I-CAN offered a bespoke eight-week training programme alongside comprehensive wrap-around support. This included financial compensation through a participant stipend, wellbeing and admissions support, and personalised one-to-one guidance throughout the journey. The programme was intentionally designed to reduce practical and emotional barriers to participation while building trust, confidence, and clarity of progression routes.

Over the pilot, 85 CEYA were referred to the programme, with 33 of 36 learners completing the training. Participants joined from 18 London boroughs, extending the reach beyond the initial South London focus. Engagement was strong, with most learners reporting positive relationships formed through the programme. Approximately 73% progressed into education, employment, training, or were actively seeking work at the end of the pilot, demonstrating strong early impact in supporting progression outcomes for a highly disadvantaged group.

Following these results, the University is now exploring opportunities to extend and expand the I-CAN model into other sectors. Future development will focus on building new partnerships with employers and co-funding organisations to widen access to progression pathways and replicate the supportive, flexible model across additional industries.
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