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Estrangement feels very taboo…
it’s almost like having to out
myself a lot of the time to
people… people are more
familiar with the idea that
your parents are divorced
or have died or whatever
(Jennifer, 31)
It’s like a rope round you
pulling you back as you’re
going forward, but I don’t
think it’s a barrier that stops, I
think it’s a barrier that’s just there
and to be aware of. (Robert, 29)
Estranged students can be defined as a group of young
adults who have unstable, minimal or no contact with
their parents and/or their wider family networks. In
the context of the Scotland, estrangement status
among students was only recognized in 2016 through
campaigning initiatives supported by Stand Alone and
ButtleUK. To date, only ten Scottish Universities and
Colleges have explicit policies in place to support this
group as signatories to the Stand Alone Pledge.
Little is known about the experiences of estranged
students either in the UK or internationally: based on
interviews (n=23), this study represents the first of
its kind in Scotland, exploring how estranged students
navigate Education structures and the
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institutional and interpersonal resources available.
It offers an examination of estranged students’ further
and higher education experiences, identities and
expectations, how these are supported and managed
and what educational and employment aspirations are
fostered and developed. While it is clear that steps
have been made in helping education institutions
identify and support estranged students, often
estranged students do not fit pre-existing
widening participation policies or funding categories
(e.g. Bland 2018; UCAS 2017); discretion, care and
flexibility are needed.
Students become estranged from their families for a
number of reasons, including emotional and physical
abuse, clash of values and mismatched expectations
around family roles. In addition, estrangement can
also relate to ‘divorce, honour-based violence, forced
marriage, and family rejection of LGBTQI+ students’
(Blake, 2015).
Research Findings
- Definitions of estrangement are restrictive and
inflexible, offering little understanding or appreciation
of the complexity of estrangement experiences and
practices and hardships: the Office for Students
limits the status of estrangement in higher education
to students between 18 and 24 years old and
stipulates that estrangement means no
communicative relationship with either living
biological parent (2018), a definition also shared by
the Student Loans Company (2016). It can be very
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difficult to ‘prove’ the status of estrangement under
such restrictive conditions.
- Definitions of estrangement shape the identities and
realities of those who are formally associated with
it and who can become, or fear becoming, victims of
scrutinisation and unfair surveillance strategies,
justified in the name of anti-fraud detection. Often
monitoring approaches do not take into account the
specificities, vulnerabilities or characteristics of
estranged students (Bland 2018).
- Estrangement does not cease or become irrelevant
when a student reaches the age of 25. Even when
young people leave the family home it ‘continues to be
the site through which many of their individual
biographies and expectations are routed’ beyond the
tidy age of 25 (Valentine et al. 2003: 481). This
signals the complexity in defining ‘youth’ and the
significance of this (expanding) point in the life-course
of an individual, especially when they may lack the
social and economic support that they are assumed to
receive via family.
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- Although well intentioned, supporting structures
only cater partially for the needs of estranged
students who are often considered from the
perspective and experience of traditional students,
with ‘add-on’ support recognising additional financial
hardships. The intersection of financial, social and
emotional needs still has to be taken into account.
- There are enduring similarities in the experiences of
estranged students, with many reporting e.g.
experiences of homelessness, severe financial
hardship, mental health issues, disrupted study, etc.
Experiences of estrangement can lead a strong sense
of difference and exclusion within further and higher
education contexts. As Colleges and Universities claim
readiness to welcome a diverse student body, there
is a need to acknowledge the complexity of students’
lives, encompassing an approach inclusive of those do
not fit within a regular or expected pattern of what it
means to be a student.
- While there are group commonalities, little is known
about the differences in estranged students’
experiences, in terms of e.g. race, class, gender and
sexuality, a knowledge gap that requires research
attention. Students’ struggles need to be accounted
for intersectionally rather than through a tick box
exercise of widening participation/diversity agendas
to which institutions sign up. The Stand Alone Pledge
has to be agreed, actively implemented and
monitored.
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- Inclusion of estranged students in academia does
not stop at entry point; to measure entry as success
would be to ignore the challenges students bring and
carry with them throughout their studies, and indeed
beyond. Positioning students as ‘non-traditional’ can
encourage a deficit perspective (and labelling students
as ‘disadvantaged’ may strengthen stereotypes rather
than contest them). This ‘othering’ of students from
non-traditional backgrounds may well foster a sense
of difference, with institutional variations in student
integration.
-It is important to consider students’ own definitions,
as well as resistances and personal strength evident in
all interviews. Often students face isolation,
uncertainty, financial instability and experience or fear
of homelessness, and yet have still secured a place at
College or University using whatever limited
resources, personal and practical, to navigate barriers
to their academic success.
- Family estrangement is often regarded as a form of
deviance and interference in relation to both
unquestioned assumptions and the cultural
imagination that ‘a family is forever’ (Sharp 2017).
This is problematic in that such approach casts
estrangement as an anomaly that requires fixing,
where family estrangement is becoming a more
prevalent reality in modern society (Conti 2015).
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“

Often students face
isolation, uncertainty,
financial instability and
experience or fear of
homelessness, and yet have
still secured a place at
College or University using
whatever limited resources,
personal and practical, to
navigate barriers to their
academic success.

„
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CHALLENGES
IDENTIFIED

FINANCE
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ACCOMODATION

IMPACT ON
BELONGING

STIGMATISATION
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LACK OF FINANCIAL
AND SOCIAL SUPPORT
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You need to rely on yourself.
You don’t have really too much
support from anybody .
(Martin, 22)
if I can’t cover rent or I
can’t afford food. I don’t have
a safety net.
(nathan, 27)
But um it, I just, I think it
permeates so deeply that um
the experience in terms of,
ah and for me it’s
predominantly on the financial
side (explains summer school in
China as example).
(kate, 24)
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MISSING OUT ON
STUDENT LIFE

yeah what I don’t enjoy is that
I think that other students are
ah enjoying ah these years of
their life and I’m not enjoying
them (short laugh). I’m just like
going on and ah [pause] I feel
like I’m wasting, not wasting
time because obviously I’m going
to have a degree, but [pause] like
yeah, like, I don’t know, it’s like
a dark period ah that I have to go
through.
(emma, 24)
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I don’t have time, like for
example to party (…) I don’t have
too much time for a social life
definitely
(martin, 22)
but it’s a lot of like ah worrying
[food, rent]. So I think it takes
away from my experience
obviously
(emma, 24)
I guess it makes me more
independent , because I feel like I
need to be really concerned about
what do I do with my time.
(diane, 23)
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LABEL

Estrangement feels very taboo…
it’s almost like having to out
myself a lot of the time to people…
people are more familiar with
the idea that your parents are
divorced or have died or whatever
(nathan, 27)
I don’t really like to title
myself estranged that much… it’s
Stigmatising (…) like no matter
what bad things happen to me,
you know, it’s like a very bad
beginning, bad upbringing, or
everything, a lot of bad luck, but
18
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I’m coming through it
(dylan, 28)
I’d say it’s only helpful if we
would get like financial
support
(john, 26)
It [estrangement] seems negative
that you’re either cut off or cut
yourself off from your family,
and normally that comes with the
attachment of “what have they
done wrong for that to happen ”
(Robert, 29)
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ACCOMODATION

they can offer you some
accommodation but I don’t
know, at the university would
cost like, I don’t know, five or
six hundred per month. So it’s
not really a help.
(martin, 22)
[help] finding affordable
accommodation
(john, 26)
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like university halls are
very, very expensive, so again
like there was no way I really
would’ve been able to afford
living all three years in
university halls.
(dylan, 28)
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EXPERIENCES OF
HOMELESSNESS

So when I came to the end of first
year um we had a wee situation
where I was, I was living in halls
and, and the university were
saying ‘well you need to vacate
um the halls on this date’, and I
said ‘well I don’t have anywhere
else to go um and I don’t have
a job’. And my student loan’s
ending. So I was entirely
unprepared for that... Ah and as
a result I actually remember I
moved all my stuff out of the, out
of the halls onto the grass outside
the, the building… I have a friend
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who is from ah Livingstone and
he packed up my stuff. Another
friend said ‘you can keep your
stuff in my house’, and for that
whole summer I ended up being
homeless (…) I felt that at that
point the support structures were
not um assisting people that were
in my, in my shoes basically
(kate, 24)
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FEAR OF
HOMELESSNESS
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I missed rent quite a few times
and I got like a bad reference
from my landlord (…) Because
there was no safety net (…) and
I’ll still, even though now that
I’m settled and I’m married I will
sometimes think, I’m only so
many steps away from, it sounds
dramatic but only so many steps
away from homelessness or only
so many steps (short laugh) away
from um destitution
(nathan, 27)
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EXPECTATIONS OF
COMING TO
UNIVERSITY

Ah to get a new life
(john 26)
I had expectations that it was
going to be difficult. I really did
think it was going to be amazing
and it has been that. … you just
meet so many different
people in your subjects. … learn
things that you’d never learned
before kind of thing
(nathan 27)
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shame

Um and I think negotiating those
feelings of shame are also very
tiring, because it means that
you’re very secretive and um,
you know When you live in a big
shared house and everyone’s
parents phone them like a few
times a week or something it
becomes, it’s a very obvious
absence, that no one’s
phoning me
(louise 29)
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SUMMER GRANTS

‘...Introduced a care experienced
summer grant...’
‘... traditional support structures
are not applicable...’
(kate, 24)
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During the summer for me it’s a
really difficult time, (…) I would
like to be able to cover the
summer when I don’t have SAAS
and things like that. So if there
was maybe like more support in
place for students who obviously
aren’t getting SAAS during the
summer.
(erica, 24)
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ISOLATION AND
LONELINESS
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I felt very isolated as an
estranged person. I’d never met
anyone else who was estranged
from their families
(nathan, 27)
[Feeling isolated/lonely] It
definitely comes up a lot more
than I’d expect it to. Because
like especially like when I was
working for four years it’s like
it just never comes up. You know,
it’s, you work, you make friends,
that’s it. But with university,
especially with like when people
go home for the holidays
(dylan, 28)
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RESILIENCE

I just get used to, you know, life
is like this, in my case … I mean I
don’t pay too much attention to
that [label of estrangement] (…)
It’s no time to cry over yourself.
(martin, 22)
I think the terminology
estranged, it, it does, it seems to
have a negative connotation to
me. (…) Um I always prefer the term
independent student
(KATE 24)
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I don’t think it’s part of like, of
my identity. It’s just like a thing
that happened.
(emma, 24)
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I’m not really
spending
my time being
sad or
depressed
(diane, 23)
I don’t think it’s estranged.
because I’m used to it. I’ve
been living here for like over
six years now
(anna, 32)
for myself personally [the label]
I don’t mind it. I don’t know
whether others might think of
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it as like a sensitive subject,
but for me it’s just, just the
way my life is
(erica, 24)
It’s [the label of estrangement]
not going to define me forever.
It’s going to define me for
another three years, and then
ah if I get a … if I want to do
a PhD it’s going to be paid. If
I find a job I’m going to be
financially independent.
I am already financially
independent, but I’m going
to cope better.
(Martin, 22)
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INDEPENDENCE

I had to do everything, like
literally, because also I’m
independent student
(anna 32)
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Um I would say for myself, because
I think of myself more as like an
independent person, and I think
being an estranged student I’m
like quite proud of the fact that
I’ve still come back to university
but I have this title. Um but I
don’t think it’s kind of ( ….)
my only identity
(erica 24)
I think the terminology
estranged, it, it does, it seems
to have a negative connotation
to me. (…) Um I always prefer the
term independent student
(kate 24)
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ESTRANGEMENT
AS A FORM OF SELF
PRESERVATION

it’s a choice that I’ve made based
on personal circumstances, not
to be in contact with my family.
Um I feel like it puts me in a
healthier position for what
I want to do, so
(erica 24)

40

estrangement (…)
sometimes it’s an active
process (…) it’s a kind of, a much
more real self-preservation thing
(nathan 27)
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TYPE OF SUPPORT
NEEDED

some sort of support, just
information-wise, for someone
who has to run their own
household and has to manage all
of that on top of having
to manage kind of
coursework and things.
(erica 24)
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like managing your own money
and cooking (…) basic
living skills and stuff like
that you maybe didn’t
get from home
(jennifer 31)
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PRELIMINARY
CONCLUSIONS

Estrangement has become recognised in higher
and further education, with explicit policies and
guidelines for widening participation teams and
funding bodies. Yet, such policies – and their
application to practice – often lack a deep
understanding of the day-to-day struggles of
estranged students. As reported by research
participants, these struggles are not just economic
or social, but are struggles anchored in a multitude
of factors that lead to interrelated adversities but
also resistances.
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