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Introduction

“I’ve literally become a catalogue of statistics, and just irrelevant facts and info. And it’s dehumanizing to be honest. And if adults don’t really view you as a human then how can you view yourself?” 
Maya, 14 years old, TVF co-researcher

What is a university’s duty of care to care-leavers[footnoteRef:1], and who determines how a university cares? The British university sector has been criticised for its elitism, racism and sexism that collectively prevent the experiences and voices of marginalised people from impacting the governance and shaping the direction of higher education in the UK (Tate and Bagguley 2017). Since the sector has become marketised through various legal changes to how universities are valued and raise funds, addressing sector-wide inequalities has become central to successive governments arguing that markets can equitise the university through creating a ‘competitive environment’. The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) for example, is a market tool that creates competition among universities organized via a ranking system. Within this formulation, the university’s ability to exercise care towards its internal stakeholders is compromised because climbing the rankings to enhance reputation and attract new consumers dominates decision-making. With a fivefold increase of UK students disclosing mental health problems in the last ten years, the balance of universities’ commitment to care and education is a critical issue, and one that makes responding to and caring about marginalised stakeholders all the more urgent (IPPR 2017). [1:  In this case study we use the term ‘care-leavers’ and ‘young people with an experience of care’ to describe children and young people who have been in foster care or who have a lived experience of being inside the social care system in the U.K.] 


By ascribing quantitative rankings to pedagogic and pastoral dimensions of university practice, marketization has led to a growing managerialisation of equalities issues. By this, we mean that issues to do with equalities are now addressed by top-down practices pre-occupied with managing numbers (e.g. increasing representation through ‘diversity’ initiatives) or by showing efficient use of funds (e.g. converting outreach activities into enrolments). Alongside this managerialisation, the role and power of marginalised students in shaping university agendas remain minimal; their voices remain tokenistic within the institutional context that prevents bottom-up, inclusive organizing (Harris, Haywood and an Ghaill 2016). 

The Verbatim Formula (TVF) is an interdisciplinary project based at Queen Mary University of London (QMUL) that seeks to prise open bottom-up channels of listening and create platforms for the most marginalised communities in the university sector. QMUL is located in Tower Hamlets – one of the poorest boroughs in London - and it recruits a sizeable proportion of its students from the local area. Students of colour make up 62% of QMUL’s home undergraduates and one in four undergraduates come from a low-income household (family incomes of under £10,000 per year). At the same time, the university recently became a member of the self-selected elite Russell Group (2012), and as such, has been under pressure to radically enhance its teaching and research profile. It is within this context that TVF seeks to evaluate the capacity of the university to care for care-leavers and to delineate the generative capacities of its methodologies to enhance the potential for care to emerge as an innate institutional value and practice.
TVF attempts to integrate the voices of young people (14-18 year olds) who have experience of being in the UK care system into evaluations of student services through a drama-based participatory project. It thus works with a severely disadvantaged and heavily stigmatised cohort who are amongst the statistically least likely to enter higher education (Harrison 2017, 3). Its workshops range in length from an overnight residency to a five-day format. Each residency recruits up to 8 participants (aged 14-18 years old) from a range of local and national networks responsible for or representing care-experienced young people. The majority of TVF’s recruits to its residencies have been young women and a large proportion of them are young women of colour. Three academics and young people including QMUL student ambassadors and young adults from Greater London Authority’s Education and Youth Peer Outreach Team facilitate the residencies. In many ways, the young facilitators are the backbone of the project – role models who sometimes share an experience of the care system, come from working class Black families, or have taken non-traditional routes into acting careers. 
Developed through a collaboration between Queen Mary’s Drama Department and the School of Business and Management, TVF adapts the principles of an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) process. Rather than emphasising competition and market values, the AI approach focuses on creating collaborative practices for change. Change is generated through conversation, peer-to-peer interactions and bringing together a shared understanding of what is valued by the organisation as experienced by its various stakeholders. AI is described by Marjory Schiller as a ‘co-constructed practice informed by all those who work on creating the conditions for growth and change...’, and one in which life-giving practices and positive and anticipatory outlooks are privileged (as quoted in Cockell et al 2012, 2). TVF adapts AI by embedding otherwise marginalised stakeholders and their experiences in a dialogic process that seeks to build ways of working based on a shared vision of an inclusive future. In so doing, care itself has emerged as the practice that stakeholders cherish and value, and thus in our AI process the criteria against which the university is evaluated.

TVF asks young people with an experience of the care system to enter the project as co-researchers, as a cohort who knows best about the kinds of oppression and structural barriers universities reproduce, as well as having deep understanding about the relationships and practices that nourish their own growth and development. They are, according to TVF, best placed to provide evaluations of university services to change the kinds of support available to them. Working first to empower young people to care for themselves and to support them in imagining their own futures, TVF creates spaces of dialogue with university staff that makes evident the potential of caring relations to improve university services. We argue here that TVF creatively opens up forms of inclusive evaluation that invoke caring relations with the power to mitigate structural inequalities that the mechanisms of the neoliberal University fail to address, and which work actively to de-erase those who are most in danger of exclusion in a marketised sector.

A Methodology for Careful Evaluation
TVF methodologies have been influenced by the thinking of feminist scholars for whom concepts of care have been central since the 1980s. For feminist ethicist Joan Tronto, a radically restructured society would be based not around needs of those ‘who are already sufficiently powerful to make their needs felt’, but of those least heard and most in need (1994, 172). To Tronto, care is an issue of social justice because ‘care inequalities lead to greater inequalities in society’ (2017, 38). Further, Black Feminisms highlight the way that dominant structures erase and stigmatise Black working class women, causing damaging interiorisation of cultural misogyny and racism. Audre Lorde advises that these can be countered by practices that take care of the self - that allow a Black woman to recognise and value herself as well as to fear others less (1984, 173). More recently sociologist Akwugo Emejulu has brought together Black Feminism with the ‘praxis of care’ (Emejulu 2018). Motivated to bridge power asymmetries across society, she emphasises the importance of acts of ‘careful solidarity’ within and between social movements. Centralising care for Emejulu is not only a refusal of individualism and hyper-competitivity, but also resists the discourses of hatred that insist that groups other than the most dominant are ‘less than human’. To do this, she tells us, you have to ‘take seriously the lived experience of the most marginalised’, and attend to the ‘despised, disrespected other’.
Emejulu’s comments are pertinent to the young people in care that TVF works with. Not only have they had to face severe disruptions to home life, schooling and relationships, they are sensitive to stigmatising narratives around the UK care system and dependency culture. Some choose to hide their status as ‘care leavers’ – failing to tick the ‘Have you been in care?’ box on their university application form. This could be understood as an act of self-erasure (albeit for the safety anonymity provides in a violent structure) that means that the student foregoes institutional support. In the radical praxis of care that Emejulu advocates, attending to those who are most needy is an act of ‘radical political imagination’ - a ‘freedom dream’ that is also ‘a way of restoring othered people’s humanity’. In the context of the neoliberal university, her ‘careful solidarity’ must be reckoned with as a process of humanizing relations through sustaining interest in, love for, and understanding of the other/self beyond the commercial imperative to enter a competition with your peers, colleagues, or as part of the corporate drive to climb up the rankings. Caring for students requires going beyond a financial model of education where a student represents cash and staff are reconstituted as a resource. 
In TVF, we integrate activities that encourage de-stigmatisation and self-care. The very first ice-breaker called ‘Breakfast Plates’ harnesses AI core values of identifying and developing themes that are life-giving (see Figure 1). 
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During every residency, notwithstanding the duration or structure, the first morning is spent sharing food and doodling on paper plates: illustrating the things that nourish us. These positive forces carry over into further activities in the day that aim to help build a positive self-image.  ‘No Dream is Too Big’, for example, is an activity developed with the guidance of care-experienced facilitators that aims to help young people project a positive future which includes overcoming challenges (see Figure 2).
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Caption: Figure 2: No Dream is Too Big
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This exercise develops radical self-narration into a drawing practice. Young people depict a future-self through portraiture and then discuss each other’s portraits to identify key themes, hopes and barriers.
In addition to these self-caring activities, TVF centres dialogue and listening as a core practice to nourish ‘careful solidarity’ among diverse stakeholder groups. The early sessions always include ice-breakers, identifying what nourishes us and asking what residents think about universities. A session on verbatim theatre technique is included in the afternoon during 1-night residencies or early the following day when the residency is longer. Verbatim theatre is a form of documented performance where performances are constructed using the precise words spoken by people who are interviewed on a particular topic or theme. TVF adapts verbatim theatre processes so that young people take on the roles of co-researching the barriers they perceive to higher education, rather than becoming objects or participants of the research. This requires that the organizing team de-centres themselves from managing the process and that young people are empowered to write their own interview schedules that are based on the themes of dreams of their futures (that may or may not include university), conduct interviews with each other and perform their peers’ interviews. Sometimes, the group will agree that a facilitator perform a young person’s testimony. Verbatim material may also be taken from an archive of recordings that young people have made and recorded during previous workshops. Often, the performed material can be disturbing, tragic or brutal as well as uplifting, carefree and a showcase of residents’ talents. A ‘sharing’ closes the residency where young people perform their interviews to relevant stakeholders including QMUL representatives from Housing, Finance and Advice and Counselling units as well as social workers.
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The photograph shown in Figure 3 captures a brainstorming exercise, where young people listed what would make their ideal university. This exercise fed into the production values for the final ‘sharing’.
Such participatory practices aim to recognize care-experienced applicants’ needs and also to discover how and where pockets and threads of ‘careful solidarity’ can be stitched back through university administrative practice to staff-student relations. One such development has been the pop-up performance – an intervention that takes the young residents into university offices to perform young people’s verbatim material to staff as they work in their offices. In doing so, young people convey directly their image of universities (negative or positive) while creating temporal pockets for heightened listening on campus. These occasions, which are followed by dialogue between young people, students and staff, have elicited affective responses from staff of the kind that are themselves delegitimised under sterile bureaucratic working regimes. This release is not the ‘empty empathy’ which Emejulu complains is bestowed by the powerful, but an important human connection that can lead to institutional change. 

For both the individual and society according to Emejulu, care is an ‘act of becoming’, that makes new forms of agency and ‘new types of political subjectivity’ possible. For both staff and young people, participation in an act of creative appreciation raises the possibility of small adjustments to daily working practice that begin to compensate for the uncaring autonomy within which neoliberal pressures force them to operate. As one audience member (a housing services staff member) reflected: ‘It was a great experience, and I feel it really added value to my team’s understanding of the complexity of issues faced by care leavers. I’m optimistic it will foster a greater sense of empathy too.’

Instituting Practices of Careful Solidarity 
TVF’s evolving methodology highlights the difficulties of allowing a ‘model of care’ to flourish in the university’s current system, based on cost-efficiency, hyper-competiveness, managerialism and standardization. In common with all students who attend neoliberal universities care leavers in higher education count statistically towards the targets that drive the current competitive system. Often coming from underprivileged backgrounds, their presence serves the ‘mantra of diversity’ that allows universities to build a public discourse of social justice (Puwar quoted in Ahmed, 2012, 51). In order to move to a praxis of care, we suggest the university employ and install practices that respect, acknowledge, understand and make properly visible and audible the differing needs of a diverse intake.  This means co-constructing through acts of careful solidarity an educational environment within which people live and work through a process of unbounded, not measured, involvement among students and staff. We advocate a university in which difference is acknowledged as a part of legitimate and non-shameful need, and in which students and staff live and work as interdependent beings. Verbatim theatre can potentially transform administrative spaces and the relations arising in those spaces through affective strategies drawing diverse stakeholders together during a pop-up sharing. In creating careful solidarity, universities must avoid the dangers in care acknowledged by care ethicists of paternalism and colonialism, and resist universalising tendencies of ‘equality discourse’ which flatten out differences in need. A caring university must allow the cared-for to be care-experienced, recognise the diverse needs that it holds within it, and create spaces that release the reciprocal relationships that lead to institutional change. 

For more about The Verbatim Formula and to download the TVF Making Places guide to running a university residential for young people with creative practice, please visit the project website: http://www.theverbatimformula.org.uk/ 
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