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Case Study - *Sara - Key Stage 4 Student by Siobhan Jones (Fresh Start Education Specialist) 

I began working with Sara in January 2014 and our objective was to prepare her to sit GCSEs in May/June of that year. Given 

Sara’s time out of school, and the difficulties she was contending with, I was impressed with her desire to achieve GCSEs and 

her acceptance of how instrumental they could be in taking her life in a positive direction. 

Our plan was for Sara to sit English Literature, Maths and R.S. at GCSE and it was an ambitious plan given the limited time that 

we had.  However the key to its success was blatantly obvious – Sara’s intelligence. Although her life had spiralled out of control, 

returning to school in Year 11 was not an option and she had to endure a forthcoming court case, she was clearly a bright, 

articulate girl with a thirst for knowledge and an avid interest in reading.  Early on, despite English being her second language, 

her ability in English Literature was apparent and foregoing the opportunity of gaining a GCSE in English Language for Sara 

seemed like too good an opportunity to elude us, so we began studying for that too! 

From our initial sessions together it was difficult to see how Sara had ever got in to her situation, but as time went by, outside 

influences and the court case loomed, it became clear how very difficult life was for her and how very ambitious our plan 

actually was. Sara is a battler, she’s had to be, and this soon crept in to our sessions in a negative way.  She questioned subjects, 

topics, exam syllabuses and generally the need to study whatever I was asking her to study and ironically at this point her 

intellect proved an obstacle.  In some ways Sara was able enough to study at a higher level, and she was aware of this, so 

everything became an issue.  However a reality check was needed as it was imperative that she accepted and understood that 

without GCSEs, there could be no college place to study A’ Levels and no university place in the future.  Challenging the edu-

cation system was futile and if Sara was to be successful, and apply her intelligence, she was going to have to learn to work 

within it. 

Accepting this, and the need to conform, was challenging for Sara and went against all her natural instincts, as it was the fighter 

in her that had kept her going. However my job was not only to teach her, but to be honest with her – she was not backing 

down by complying, she was simply accepting responsibility and making a choice to take a more positive path. To recognise 

this whilst dealing with lack of sleep, nightmares and enormous outside pressures was a huge step for Sara. 

Over the coming months we were tested with a series of obstacles including a court case, Sara feeling let down by the system, 

illness and even a period in hospital. As her tutor it was crucial that I manage the pressures of study alongside all of this, but 

giving up just was not an option.  GCSEs were much more than a qualification to Sara, they were proof of her intelligence, a 

feeling of self-worth and something that could never be taken from her.  After every obstacle we picked up the pieces and 

carried on.  Sara knew that her well-being was paramount to me and we took each session at her pace. Sara used to tease me 

about ‘nagging’ her, but I knew that being a constant for her at that time was something she valued and FSFK never giving up 

on her, when she felt that others in education had, was fundamental in her carrying on. 

Exams were soon upon us and Sara faced them bravely and sat each and every one – even Maths which had been an issue for 

her all through school and had suffered the most when she was unwell.  Just turning up and sitting these exams was a massive 

achievement for Sara with all that she had endured in the lead up to them and quite righty she was very proud of herself.   

Results day arrived and receiving a call from an ecstatic Sara who was so proud of her A* in English Literature, A in English 

Language and A in R.S. was such a joy!  Against all the odds Sara had excelled in these subjects and she now had a firm foun-

dation on which to develop her academic future. Even though she had just missed out on her Maths, she accepted that it had 

proved just that bit too much at that time in her life, but her other successes have made her much more positive in her attitude 

towards Maths and her acceptance of the need for it.  She will retake it at the next opportunity.   

Sara was successful in achieving a place at college and she is now studying A’ Levels in English Literature, Psychology and 

Philosophy.  

  * Sara’s true identity not disclosed 
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