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Forewords

Dr. Alejandra Boni
Associate Professor at the Department of Engineering 
Projects at the Universidad Politécnica de Valencia 
and Deputy Director of Ingenio (CSIC-UPV). 

IIt is an honour and a pleasure to write this foreword. Dur-
ing five months, between October 2016 and February 
2017, I was able to share and analyse the work done 
by the MSC Social Development in Practice with Citizens 
UK. I believe that this is, honestly, one of the best exam-
ples of the relationships that can be built between the 
university and civil society, and a very good example of 
university engagement.

In the appendix of this publication is the research briefing 
that I developed together with Dr Frediani; it summarises 
the analysis of this experience that I was able to carry out 
during my research stay. There one can find the evaluation 
of the experience of the different actors involved (teaching 
staff, master students, Citizens UK and schools) and the 
enablers and disablers, which constitute strengths and 
obstacles of this relation. 

From my perspective, if our universities consider relevant 
public engagement, as UCL is affirming in its global strategy, 
it is paramount that experiences like this, receive the neces-
sary recognition and support, even if this imply institutional 
changes.  Adequate physical space, reasonable limits on 
the size of the student body, appropriate recognition of the 
time required from academic staff, etc. If not, this kind of 
experiences will be always scarce and limited to academics 
not only ethically and politically committed, which is a one of 
the essential requisites, but rather quixotic and almost fools 
that are disposed to sacrifice their academic career. 

This kind of engagement embodies current higher education 
pedagogy in a socially meaningful way and can contribute 
to develop a collective consciousness as change makers 
among the people involved. Supporting these processes is 
very important if the University wants to contribute seriously 
to a more just, sustainable and democratic society.
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1. Introduction

The project "Housing and Learning: Views from young 
citizens" is based on collaboration between Citizens UK, 
staff and students of the MSc Social Development Prac-
tice at The Bartlett Development Planning Unit of Univer-
sity College London, students from Middlesex University 
and teachers and students from 10 London Schools.

The project builds on concerns about the impact of Lon-
don’s housing crisis on the education of children and 
young people, which was voiced during the listening cam-
paign that informed the Citizens UK Housing Manifesto in 
2015-16. Some of these concerns were captured in the 
2016 UCL report Campaigning through Images: Explor-
ing Housing Rights in North London (Frediani, Monson 
and Ossul, 2016). 

1.1 Aim of the project

The action-learning project aimed to produce lessons 
for all stakeholders about the impact of housing on 
learning. This focus of the project was suggested by 
London Citizens, with the objective to feed into their 
on-going housing campaigns. It also serves as a pilot 
project upon which future academic research could 
potentially be built. Drawing on Amartya Sen’s idea of 
capabilities, the project explored the aspects of learn-
ing that are relevant to school students, as well as the 
extent to which pupils can achieve an education they 
value under current housing conditions. Three research 
questions guided the work: 

• What are the housing profiles and learning aspirations 
of school pupils?

• How does pupils’ housing experience shape their ac-
cess to learning assets?

• How do policies and institutions respond to the ways 
in which housing experiences affect the learning environ-
ment of pupils?

By addressing these questions, the research focuses on 
the ways within which housing conditions affect pupils 
‘learning capabilities’. The emphasis of this research on 
learning capabilities is important because it allows the in-
vestigation to explore the multiple purposes and aspira-
tions associated with learning, as well as capturing the 

complex environment that shapes pupil’s abilities and op-
portunities to learn. 

The UCL staff team developed a participatory methodol-
ogy and analytical framework and assigned six groups 
of UCL students to work with teachers and pupils Lon-
don schools. The selection of the schools was defined 
considering the ties that Citizens UK (through community 
organisers) had previously made with the schools and 
teachers that were willing to participate in the research. 
The community organisers of Citizens UK played a crucial 
role in facilitating this relationship between UCL students 
and the groups of pupils at schools, making sure that 
activities of this initiative related to on-going campaigns in 
the schools and London boroughs.

Another particularity of the schools’ selection was the di-
versity of places they were located around London. The 
schools selected were: City and Islington College, Hen-
don School, St Mary's Priory Catholic Junior School, The 
Willow Primary School, City of Westminster College and 
Greenwich Free School, Corelli College and St Paul's 
Academy. Figure 1.1 summarises all partners considered 
on the research and Figure 2 shows the map with the 
location of the schools in London.

As part of the wider Citizens UK learning initiative on this 
topic, two groups of students from Middlesex University 
used the same methodology to work with an additional 
two schools—Ark Academy and Cardinal Pole Catholic 
School—their findings from their work also appear in this 
report together with the results from the other schools.

1.2 Theoretical Framework

Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach was used as a theo-
retical framework for the research, to better understand 
the relationship between Housing and Learning. This nor-
mative framework helped to assess how housing condi-
tions have affected the pupils’ learning aspirations and 
their capabilities to achieve them.

The Capability Approach has been used for assess-
ing deprivation, well-being and it has been considered 
for a wide range of scholar in different field and areas 
of research (Sen, 1985, 2009; Nussbaum, 2011, 1988; 
Anand, Hunter & Smith, 2005; Martinetti, 2000; Alkire, 



Figure 1.2. Map with the locations of participant schools. Source: Beatriz Mella Lira based on Google Earth (2016)

Figure 1.1. Partners considered in the research. Source: Beatriz Mella Lira
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2002; Robeyns, 2003). The relevance of this theoretical 
approach is reflected in the evolution of a broad norma-
tive framework for assessing well-being and social ar-
rangements (Frediani, 2007). The focus of this research 
has been to emphasise the concerns on the learning pro-
cess that might be affecting the opportunities students 
have for achieving their expectations and freedoms.

Figure 1.3. shows the Capability Map that led the re-
search, in light of the questions that configure the space 
of capabilities on learning to be assessed throughout the 
research. The map has been a collective construction 
with the students, considering their perceptions on the 
pupil’s contexts, definitions from policy, potential meth-
odologies to be used, among other aspects. The diagram 
starts by asking about what are the diverse housing 
conditions of pupils, and how do they affect their 
access to resources and relationships that help or 
hinder their ability to learn. This first question brings 
up the current situation of housing conditions that con-
figures the pupil's profiles regarding their built environ-
ment. Their space for living, sleeping, doing homework, 
among others are their intrinsically valuable space that 
might shape their access to assets or resources for their 
learning process.  

The research suggests an aggrupation based on housing 
profiles as a mechanism for starting exploring wider issues 
in terms of housing conditions in pupils’ neighbourhoods. 
This categorization arises from the assumption that learn-
ing dimensions (as the spiritual, moral, physical, cultural 
and mental one) may be affected by conditions related to 
pupil's homes and the built environment, as well as related 
to having stable conditions for living in a healthy environ-
ment. For instance, having to move frequently to a different 
accommodation could potentially cause disruptions in their 
cognitive performance or social behaviour.

Although housing characteristics can be considered as an 
essential aspect, the transferability of those characteristics 
into learning assets or resources was also a relevant factor 
to consider in the research. In this regard, Robeyns (2005) 
definitions of Conversion Factors were considered for dis-
tinguishing the Personal, Social and Environmental assets 
that can facilitate the access to learning capabilities.

The social conversion factors are determined 
by a number of societal aspects, such as social 
institutions (for example, the educational sys-
tem, the political system, the family, and so on), 
social norms (including gender norms, religious 

Figure 1.3. Capability Map on Learning Aspirations. Source: Alexandre Apsan Frediani
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norms, cultural norms, and moral norms), tradi-
tions, and the behavior of others in society (for 
example, stereotyping, prejudiced behavior, rac-
ism, sexism, homophobic behavior, and so forth) 
(Robeyns, 2005; 36).

The consideration of the social conversion factors guided 
to the second question on the Capability Map: Which 
are the pupils’ learning aspirations, and how do the 
access to assets affect pupils’ ability to achieve 
these aspirations?

The learning assets relate to the degree in which pupil 
can translate their resources and abilities for achieving 
their aspirations and learning outcomes (realising their 
learning capabilities). The set of learning assets shapes 
pupil’s abilities in different dimensions: human, financial, 
natural, political, social and physical. The assets defined 
in the research are as follows in Table 1.1 below.

The research also raises the question of how policies, 
institutions and school strategies impact on ac-
cessing learning assets? This aspect has led to ex-
amining the Processes, Policies and Institutions that 
help to respond to or hinder pupils’ learning assets. 
This research approaches these issues as institutional 
conversion factors, unpacking norms, procedures and 
power relations among relevant stakeholders. Looking 
after this aspect, the DPU students reviewed the nation-
al, regional and local policies that have been implement-
ed in the last years, as well as the normative structure 
of the schools where they were working. This was an 
interesting aspect that allowed examining the schools’ 
strategies considered in order to fulfil pupils’ learning 

outcomes. The revision of the power relations between 
the different actors was also relevant for exploring the 
access to the personal, social and environmental con-
version factors. As argued by Rakodi and Lloyd-Jones 
(2002:15), "they embody power and gender relations 
have a significant impact on the access of the poor to 
all types of assets and the effective value of those as-
sets".  In this regard, policies, processes and institutions 
were crucial for understanding the context in which the 
schools and pupils are inserted as well as the possibili-
ties for taking action in the future. 

The research reflects as well how wider societal issues 
(structural drivers) affect the resources and the 
relationship between housing and learning. These 
drivers (ecological, economic, social and political) can be 
positive or negative external environment occurrences 
that expose risks or opportunities to one or more of as-
sets of a household, groups or community.

1.3 Methodology 

The research was conducted by the UCL students to-
gether with the community organisers from Citizens UK 
using a participatory methodology developed by the UCL 
teaching team. Each group of UCL students worked with 
one school in London, in which they worked together 
with staff and pupils for about three months. The collab-
orative work between the DPU students and the pupils 
was a relevant aspect of the methodology used. The DPU 
students worked with the pupils and teachers from the 
first moment on the elaboration of the research tools. The 

Table 1.1. Learning assets. Source: Beatriz Mella Lira

ASSETS DEFINITION EXAMPLES

Human Related to labour resource, concerning numbers and qual-
ity (regarding education, health and nutrition of individuals)

Having access to a good breakfast 
or a good sleeping.

Financial Financial resources available to households such as in-
come, savings and credit facilities

Having pocket money or access to 
buy materials

Natural Resources provided by the natural environment. Having access to green spaces 
and nature

Political Political avenues for the poor to claim for access to ser-
vices and goods. These can be expanded through local 
organisations, forums or local political representatives.

Having access to self-organisation 
or students representatives.

Social Defined as the social relations in a particular reality. They 
can be associated rules, norms, trust and reciprocity

Having support from friends and 
family, teachers and others.

Physical Produced or human-made capital, as equipment and 
infrastructure

Having access to classrooms, play-
ground, laboratories, etc.
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Figure 1.4. Some pictures of the process of collaborative meetings between DPU students and pupils from schools. 
Source: UCL Students

SCHOOLS RESPONSES

Ark Academy 12 1.3%

Cardinal Pole 121 13.4%

St Mary’s School Primary 32 3.6%

Hendon School 57 6.3%

City And Islington College 160 17.8%

Greenwich, Corelli College & St Paul’s 
Academy

264 29.3%

City Of Westminster College 104 11.5%

The Willow Primary School 151 16.8%

901 100%

Table 1.2. Social Survey. Number of respondents per 
school. Source: Survey data.

consecutive meetings and communication among the 
participants of the study enriched the process of design, 
implementation and the final analysis of obtained data. 
Figure 1.4 shows UCL students working with pupils.

Diverse methodologies and exercises were explored to 
discover the main barriers and incentives for students to 
achieve their learning outcomes. Below the methodolo-
gies used due to the course of the project:

1. Relational Meetings: The one-to-one methodology 
was the first activity through which students and school 
pupils were introduced and got to know one another. This 
method is the heart of community organising and the most 
important tool taught on the training. It is the tool Citizens 
UK uses to understand the interests of another person, 
to share their own interests and to explore how to build a 
relationship around a common interest. This is what makes 
Citizens UK radical – not action, campaigns, and assem-
blies but the importance placed on the one-to-one conver-
sation. The one-to-one was very helpful to understand the 
students’ perceptions, fears, what they want to change in 
their learning processes, among other topics.

2. Participatory Photography: Participatory photogra-
phy is a process that uses images and photography as a 
way to empower communities. The activity involved pro-
viding the school pupils with cameras recording their real-
ities and perspectives. It revealed themes and categories 
for the action learning process based on the perspective 
of the students and it facilitated open-ended dialogue to 
share experiences.

3. Interviews with pupils, teachers and community: 
The interviews were conducted with students and teach-

ers from the partner schools in order to get a sense of 
their perceptions of the learning processes that might be 
affected by housing conditions. These interviews were 
fundamental to the qualitative aspect of the action learn-
ing project.

4. Social Survey: In total, the groups of DPU students 
collected 901 surveys from all schools participating in 
the research. The survey allowed to obtain measurable 
information from the students. The survey was used to 
deepen qualitative research, by complementing and help-
ing to quantify and examine the significance of findings. 
The collaborative analysis between the research group 
and the school students from schools was essential to 
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assertively interpret the survey results. The conclusions 
of this activity shaped some of the main answers to the 
research questions proposed. 

5. Personal Narrative: Narrative research is an umbrel-
la term for a variety of methods that are used to capture 
personal representations about lived experiences. These 
methods focus on personal stories through the narrators’ 
own words. The aim of this research method was to enable 
students to express creatively their own concerns about 
real life problems and experiences. A variety of mediums 
have been used to develop and capture those personal 
narratives, but in this project, we focused on written text 
and drawings.

6. Potential action plan: This activity aimed to create 
potential collective actions that the school pupils could 
potentially take to address the issues highlighted by the 
action learning process. The ideas and proposals for ac-
tion come from a perspective that considers the housing 
crisis and its impacts on pupils’ learning.

1.4 Structure of the report

The present report shows the main findings per group, 
considering these areas of interest for fostering further 
action plans, involving the pupils, teachers, administra-
tive staff at schools and community groups. The follow-
ing chapters summarise the findings of each group and 
school. This report hopes to disseminate the findings of the 
research conducted collaboratively between pupils and 
students, reflect on participatory action research method-
ologies to the implementation of the Capability Approach 
while fostering social change by encouraging pupils’ ability 
to take action and generating evidence that can be used 
in advocacy activities by schools and civil society groups.  
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2. St Mary’s Priory Catholic Junior School

2.1 Introduction

In the past two decades, the gap between the increas-
es in London’s housing prices and the wages of its 
residents has been rapidly increasing. According to the 
Office for National Statistics, property prices have in-
creased 11 times faster than Londoners’ income, thus 
making housing affordability a central issue (Bloom-
field, 2016). Despite the existing housing issues, fol-
lowing the global financial crisis, the UK’s Conserva-
tive–Liberal coalition government has undertaken 
major budget deficit reduction schemes in the “social 
protection afforded by social rented housing and hous-
ing benefit” (Stephens & Stephenson, 2016, p.2). As 
a result, there has been an increase in the number of 
people living in insecure, temporary and overcrowded 
housing with limited public spaces (Hodkinson, Watt & 
Mooney, 2012). This has adversely affected the wellbe-
ing of Londoners, but in particular, those from lower 
income bracket households.

2.1.1 Housing and Education in the Borough of 
Haringey

Situated in North London, Haringey has a population of 
267,540 in 2014 and ranks fifth in most ethnically di-
verse in the country (Office for National Statistics, 2014). 
While its community is exceptionally rich in cultural di-
versity, it has the highest disparity in income in the UK 
(Scott, 2016). While the western area contains one of 
the wealthiest communities, some wards in the eastern 
side are among the 10% of the most deprived in the 
country (Haringey Council, 2016). To overcome such in-
equalities and promote the wellbeing of its locals, the 
borough council has set in place a plan called “Harin-
gey’s Housing Strategy 2015–2020” (Haringey Coun-
cil, 2015). Its headline proposals are to extend help for 
those in housing crisis; to ensure that housing delivers 
a clear social dividend; to improve the quality of hous-
ing for all residents, and to increase the number of new 
homes built. By providing affordable and better homes, 
the Haringey council seeks to create a positive environ-
ment for everyone.

2.1.2 St Mary's Priory Catholic Junior School

Many studies have found that poor housing conditions 
and overcrowding not only affect children's health but 
also their learning (Harker, 2006). As a response to this 
growing issue, in 2011 the UK government began imple-
menting pupil premium, a funding scheme to improve the 
performance of disadvantaged students and narrow the 
attainment gap by giving additional support inside and 
outside of school (Pantelli, 2015).

St. Mary’s Priory Catholic Junior School (St. Mary’s), lo-
cated in Haringey with 233 students, and is enrolled in this 
scheme. The pupil premium funding for St Mary’s Junior 
School in the 2015/2016 academic year amounted to 
£121,440 and is used to fund several initiatives to pro-
vide academic, social, and emotional support to enhance 
learning and behaviour (St Mary’s Priory Catholic Infant and 
Junior School, 2015a). Among the 22 student participants 
of this research project, 6 are benefitting from the scheme 
(St Mary’s Priory Catholic Infant and Junior School, 2015b).  

This chapter aims to summarise the findings of the re-
search on the relationship between students’ housing 
conditions and their learning aspirations, which was con-
ducted at St Mary’s Priory Catholic Junior School. It draws 
a link between neoliberal ideologies and students' learn-
ing aspirations, identifies the physical and social aspects 
that affect their learning, and finally proposes an action 
plan to achieve a more positive learning experience.

2.2 Methodology

Twenty-two students from St. Mary’s took part in the re-
search, consisting of 16 girls and 6 boys from the 4th 
and 5th grade, aged 8 and 9. The school selected them 
in particular to represent the wide range of capabilities, 
as well as ethnical and financial background found in the 
student body.

During the fieldwork, data was collected through four 
main activities: 1) participatory photography (43 photos 
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obtained); 2) survey (32 surveys submitted by the 22 
participants and their classmates. Note that some ques-
tions allowed students to choose more than one options, 
therefore the percentage may not add up to a total of 
100%); 3) semi-structured interviews with a Senior Lead-
ership Staff and a Support Staff, and 4) narrative storytell-
ing. Participatory photography was used to enable and 
empower the students by providing them with the op-
portunity to identify and express specific issues that affect 
them (Purcell, 2007). 

To obtain a more specific understanding, University Col-
lege London (UCL), Citizens UK, and UCL students de-
signed a survey listing potential key issues surrounding 
the topic of learning aspirations and housing conditions. 
Furthermore, two interviews were held to discuss the 
school’s mission, the staff members’ awareness of chil-
dren’s housing issues, and what support they offer. The 
last activity held a narrative storytelling exercise in which 
students created and drew storyboards portraying po-
tential and existing housing-related issues. The research 
culminated in an action plan proposed by the students to 
address the identified issues. 

The research faced some obstacles, not all students sub-
mitted their photos and surveys, therefore, the results might 
not represent the views of all participants. The photogra-
phy guidelines provided to the students before the activity 
might have limited their creativity, hence a great number 
of photos look rather similar. In addition, some students 
expressed that the survey's options were too limited. For 
instance, the students whose housing conditions are posi-
tive felt that the survey did not capture the different aspects 
of their experience. Finally, as the students completed the 
survey under the supervision of their parents, the results 
might not have reflected their own opinions.

2.3 Analytical Framework

Proposed by Amartya Sen (1999), the Capability Ap-
proach focuses on the values that people hold and the 
freedom to achieve them. It challenges the assumption 
that development is only possible through economic 
achievements and expands the methods through which 
people can reach wellbeing. The participatory research 
methods used throughout this research are informed by 
the Capability Approach to involve students in identify-
ing the connection between their housing conditions and 
learning aspirations, and then it empowers them to for-
mulate practical solutions to improve their conditions.

2.4 Key Findings

2.4.1 Living in a neoliberal environment influenc-
es students’ learning aspirations

When looking into how the current housing conditions of 
the students facilitate or hinder their capabilities to fulfil 
their learning aspirations, this investigation cannot be ana-
lysed outside the framework of neoliberalism. Throughout 
the research process, it was revealed that St. Mary’s stu-
dents often find themselves oscillating between ‘reality’ 
and ‘dream’, or more specifically, ‘reality in the market’ 
and ‘the dream to freely aspire’. Students’ learning as-
pirations are largely related to financial objectives. When 
asked in the first session, “Why do you want to learn?”, 
their answers included, “To get a job and make a lot of 
money”, “To not end up working at McDonald’s” and “To 
be prioritised by prospective employers”. When asked in 
the survey “What do you hope that going to school and 

Help others

Make friends

Stand up for my own and others rights

Change things

Get a job or earn money

Get into a good university

Other

7. What do you hope that going to school and learning will HELP YOU to do in the future? (please select 2 options)

8

6

11
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12

20

1
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62.5%
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|
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Figure 2.1. St. Mary's students' learning aspirations. Source: Survey data. 
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learning would help you to do in the future?” 37.5% an-
swered, “To get a job or earn money”, and 62.5% stated 
they want “To get into a good university”. Many students 
further explained that getting into a good university will 
help them achieve financial success. Student’s aspirations 
captured through the survey can be seen in Figure 2.1.

Such mindset may be related to the shift of the education 
environment in the UK from academic goals to financial 
management seen in the late 1970s (Radice, 2013). In 
an increasingly competitive international environment, 
knowledge is treated as a marketable commodity (Robin-
son & Tormey, 2003). Essentially, the key function of edu-
cation came to be about teaching higher-level work skills 
for future managers, professionals and entrepreneurs. 
This emphasis on the ‘market’ is strongly related to the 
ideology of the late 20th century called Neoliberalism. It 
emphasises the importance of the individual’s ability to 
participate and compete in the ‘free market’ of education, 
employment, and consumption (Boas & Gans-Morse, 
2009). This ‘free market’ of competition distinguishes 
skilled and unskilled positions, which leads young stu-
dents to desire the former and avoid the latter.

Students are in a dilemma between pursuing financial ob-
jectives and aspiring for self-fulfilment and self-actualisa-
tion. It is worth noting that students’ learning aspirations 
are related to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, emphasising 
the importance of satisfying the very basic physiological 
needs before aiming for higher needs (Maslow, 1943). 
Many students wrote that they learn “To be able to stand 
up for others against injustice and racism”. Survey results 
also show that a significant option which gathered 34.4% 
of students was “To stand up for my own and other’s 
rights”, and 12.5% chose “To change things”. This clearly 
illustrates that apart from conforming to the neoliberal 
view of the society, students simultaneously feel the urge 

to challenge it. Students are torn between aspiring finan-
cially and aspiring freely (Appadurai, 2004). 

Neoliberalism underscores the role of the private sec-
tor and limits the role of the state in providing only re-
sidual social services for the ‘genuinely needy’ instead 
of universal social services to ‘all citizens’ (Mkandawire, 
2005). After the global economic crisis, to reduce the 
state's deficit, Margaret Thatcher’s administration be-
gan implementing neoliberal ideas by introducing the 
1980 Housing Act to outsource many public services, 
including education and housing to the private sector 
(Harcourt, 2012). For instance, Haringey council hous-
ing has been suffering from the unprecedented budget 
cut (Haringey Council, 2016). 

Three decades of neoliberal housing policies created 
tenancy insecurity (Ministry of Justice, 2012), potentially 
providing a taste of what students living in Haringey may 
experience in their homes, neighbourhood, and journey 
to school. These policies may suggest why only 25% 
of the surveyed families of St. Mary’s students own 
their homes, with the majority either renting from a pri-
vate landlord (37%), or Council or Housing Association 
(31.3%). In addition, there are 6% of students who live 
in temporary accommodation, potentially suffering from 
insecure tenancy and overcrowded housing. Survey re-
sults are visually represented in Figure 2.2.

2.4.2 Physical and social assets that hinder and 
facilitate learning

During this research, the students highlighted the rele-
vance of having a good place to study. They recognised 
that the learning environment can be positively or nega-
tively affected by different external factors. As Sen (1999) 

Figure 2.2. St. Mary's students housing profile. Source: Survey data
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argued, development should be seen as a process of ex-
panding people’s freedom, which will be affected by so-
cial, financial, and physical arrangements. This perspec-
tive will be useful to understand the opportunities and 
constraints identified by the students in achieving their 
learning aspirations. Figure 2.3 illustrates how students’ 
access to assets helps or hinders their learning.

To collect data on their learning environment, the stu-
dents were asked about where they usually study and the 
most important aspects of this environment. The major-
ity of the group answered they studied in the living room 
(39%), some in the kitchen (26%), some at their bedroom 
desk (26%), while the rest (9%) chose others. The stu-
dents identified that a good learning environment has to 
be quiet, bright, and tidy.  

As for the factors that positively affect learning, the stu-
dents highlighted the importance of having friends and 
parental support (See Figure 2.4), as well as having ac-
cess to technology. The survey results show that 75% of 
the students chose “Getting assistance from parents or 
friends” while 53.1% chose “Having access to technology 
or equipment” as important for their learning. Regarding 
social support, during the photograph discussion, a stu-
dent expressed how she likes a picture, which displays 
parental support. This example shows how social asset 
helps students to improve their learning. According to 
Frediani (2010), a social asset is the reciprocity and social 
relations that enable people to achieve their objectives.

Figure 2.3. Map of how students’ access to assets helps or hinders their learning. Source: Chapter Authors

Housing situations of students 

* Influenced by privatisation of housing pro-
vision in UK and Haringey budgetary cut

* Majority living in insecure and overcrowd-
ed housing with limited public space

Learning aspirations of students 

* In a dilemma between aspiring finan-
cially: “to get a job and earn money” and 
aspiring freely: “to change things” 

Financial Assets 

* Pupil Premium

Social Assets

* Support from parents and friends    

* St. Mary’s Parent Staff Association   

* Home visit by school

Physical Assets                        
* Having technology and equipment 

* Not having a quiet, bright, tidy and 

spacious space to learn at home       

* Not having a safe, new/interesting 

place in neighbourhood to learn

Figure 2.4. Mother helping her child study, they feel happy 
because they are learning together. Source: Female Stu-
dent, photograph discussion, 10th November 2016.
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Living close to my friends

Getting help or assistance from family or friends

Spending time with people different to me

Having access to technology or equipment

Having enough space at home to do things

Having a quit space at home to do things

Having access to parks or a garden

Being able to visit new or interesting places

Getting to school quickly

Getting to school safety

Living in a warm and confortable home

Having pocket money to cover my weekly costs

Having a good night sleep at night

Having a good breakfast

9. Thinking about the place where you live, what are the top 3 things that HELP you to learn? (only select 3)

1

24

2

17

8

8

0

4

5

5

4

1

13

4

3.1%

75%

6.3%

53.1%

25%

25%

0%

12.5%

15.6%

15.6%

12.5%

3.1%

40.6%

12.5%

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

Figure 2.5. Things that help students to learn. Source: Survey data.
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Figure 2.6. Things that hinder students from learning. Source: Survey data.
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Figure 2.7. Everyone is noisy at my home and I cannot 
study, then my mum grounds me because my grades are 
bad. Source:  Male Participant, narrative storytelling, 24th 
November 2016

Figure 2.8. "That is a teardrop on the back of my hand. 
Playing alone makes me sad." Source: Female Participant, 
narrative storytelling, 24th November 2016.
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Frediani (2010) argues that different assets are funda-
mental to reach positive outcomes. In this research, it is 
evidenced how the students value physical assets such 
as a quiet, bright, and tidy learning space supported by 
technology and equipment as shown in Figure 2.5. In 
addition, students also value social assets, such as the 
company of parents and friends. During the survey analy-
sis session, the students drew English dictionaries, calcu-
lators, computers, smartphones and Internet connection 
as technology and equipment that facilitate their learning. 
Interestingly, some students also drew a brain, signifying 
that this is their ‘own’ system of learning. Thus, it ap-
pears that while students understand physical assets can 
improve their learning, they still value their human assets, 
which is their ability to think and solve problems.

Regarding the negative factors, the students pointed out 
noise, not having enough space to study, and not having 
enough friends living nearby as shown in Figure 2.6. The 
survey results show that 48.1% of the students selected 
‘not having a quiet space at home to do things’ as one 
factor that hinders learning.

The noise issue was identified further during the narrative 
exercise, in which the students’ drawings displayed differ-
ent situations. For instance, noises from other family mem-
bers make a student unable to sleep. Another example is 
constant television noises, which distract a student working 
on her homework as illustrated by a male participant in Fig-
ure 2.7. These results show what the students consider as 
obstacles to concentrate and study well. During the activity, 
a student described a photo as "Dirty, messy, dark and sad. 
You feel lonely” (Male Participant, photograph discussion, 
10 November 2016). This shows that the physical aspects 
can affect their mood and lead to emotional distress.

The survey and narrative exercise revealed that a signifi-
cant number of students value the support from family 
and friends as an aspect that helps to learn. On the other 
hand, not having enough friends living nearby is consid-
ered as a hindrance as illustrated by a female participant 
in Figure 2.8. When asked where they meet their friends, 
for instance, most students drew the school building, with 
some stating they do not meet their friends outside of 
class. In the narrative storytelling session, a student drew 
how she was sad because despite having the physical 
assets to relax, including a trampoline and dolls, she does 
not have a friend living nearby to play with.

Moreover, some of them noted that their parents do not 
let them meet their friends outside their homes due to 
security concern. This might have to do with Haringey 
Council’s significant budgetary reductions, totalling ap-
proximately £100 million since 2011 with projections 
for additional £70 million cuts by 2017, which leads to 
a shortage of resources to maintain community safety 
(HAVCO, 2014). Thus, it is important to offer a practical 
solution that addresses students’ need for a quiet, safe, 
and accommodating place to study without imposing a 
major financial burden on the school or council. 

2.5 Ways forward

2.5.1 Homework Club: the proposal to promote 
learning and interaction among students

Taking into account the various aspects that help and hinder 
their learning process, the students collaboratively brain-
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stormed solutions and proposed three potential action ide-
as: a homework club, a website to highlight housing issues 
and fundraising activities to help disadvantaged students. In 
order to identify the most feasible solution, this chapter will 
begin by discussing the assets available to St. Mary’s. 

The school has expressed its strong commitment to pro-
viding a safe and secure environment for children to not 
only reach, but also exceed their academic, emotional, 
social, physical, and creative potential through a close re-
lationship between home and school. St. Mary’s holds a 
Parent Staff Association Meeting every half term and runs 
a Parent/Carer Volunteer scheme to enlist parents’ help 
in school activities such as reading, swimming, and class 
outing. Furthermore, the school also organises home vis-
its to obtain a better view of the children’s performance in 
relation to their living conditions (Staff, personal interview, 
17th November 2016.)

The 2014 report from the Office for Standards in Educa-
tion, Children's Services and Skills (OFSTED) rates St. 
Mary’s overall effectiveness and student achievements as 
Good, placing the school in the top 100 performing and 
improving school in England. Furthermore, the achieve-
ment gap between the disadvantaged students and the 
others in different year groups has virtually closed or is 
rapidly closing. 

Since Haringey has the highest income inequality in the 
UK and is also the 6th most deprived in London, a Free 
Homework Club could potentially be a good solution to 
the identified issues. The number of students in the Pupil 
Premium Funding register stands at 43% (St Mary’s Priory 
Catholic Infant and Junior School, 2015b), or well above 
national average, which demonstrates the need for an 
equal access to the homework club in order for children 
to study and interact with their friends regardless of their 
socioeconomic status. 

Furthermore, the school has already been running a paid 
homework club, so it builds on an existing system instead 
of creating something entirely new that will require more 
resources. As a recommendation, the homework club 
could be funded using the Pupil Premium with additional 
support from Parent/Carer Volunteers, hence involving 
parents, students and school as active social subjects. 

2.6 Conclusion

This participatory research gradually reveals how neolib-
eral policies can have an impact on primary school stu-
dents in Haringey, in terms of their learning aspirations 
and experiences. Existing literature on the UK’s housing 
policies has suggested that social services for citizens rely 
mainly on the market. Haringey has experienced continu-
ous budget cuts and privatisation of housing provision, re-

sulting in more people living in insecure, temporary, over-
crowded housing with limited public spaces (Hodkinson, 
Watt & Mooney, 2012). 

Students from St. Mary’s value the learning support from 
parents, school, peers and technology and equipment. 
However, there are some issues that adversely affect their 
learning, including being disturbed by noise, not hav-
ing enough space to play and study, not having enough 
friends living nearby and not being able to visit classmates 
or new and interesting places. 

This research is a pilot project, and its proposed home-
work club is an example of the students taking an active 
role to bring about positive changes in the environment 
they are familiar with and encourage other stakeholders 
to engage further. In other words, as Appadurai (2004) 
stated, "This would be a politics of 'show and tell' […] a 
philosophy of 'do first, talk later.'"(p.75).

This provides the students with an opportunity to nego-
tiate community arrangements with the school and be-
yond. It aims to inspire future developmental programmes 
and research, which the students, teachers, parents, ac-
tivist organisations like Citizens UK, bureaucrats and poli-
cymakers can explore new designs for partnership. The 
findings of this research are to be presented in the Special 
Junior Assembly at St Mary's on the 20th January 2017 
to the Parent Staff Association and the mayor of Haringey, 
Ali Gul Ozbek, to influence decision-making at the school 
level and hopefully implement the proposed action plan in 
the near future.
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3. Hendon School

3.1 Introduction

The city of London faces many housing issues. It is 
stated that “London is building less than half the num-
ber of homes the capital needs to meet both popula-
tion growth and tackle the backlog caused by decades 
of undersupply” (Green, 2016, p.4). In 2015, London 
Citizens’ member institutions investigated how housing 
affected people (Ibid). Some of the key issues were to 
do with affordability, unreliable landlords and the lack of 
citizen’s participation in local developments and regen-
eration projects (Ibid).

3.1.1 Housing and Education in the Borough of 
Barnet

The research was situated at Hendon School, located 
in the London Borough of Barnet. With almost 370,000 
residents, the borough has become the most populous 
in North London (Barnet London Borough, 2015). How-
ever, the current situation of council homes in Barnet 
is unfavourable to residents from low-income sectors. 
Demands for council homes far outstrips supply. This 
is perhaps influenced by the fact that Barnet “faces a 
budget gap of £61.5m between 2017 and 2020 due to 
continued reductions in Government funding” (Cocker, 
2016) and an increased pressure on services because 
of the growing population. 

The cost of living has steadily increased every year as a 
result, as a consequence, the council decided to invest 
“781m over the period 2016 – 2020” (Ibid) on housing 
and transport networks. However, the private sector 
has taken a lead role in the regeneration process be-
cause the council cannot afford to meet the demands 
of regeneration on their own. This has led to a reduc-
tion in the provision of affordable housing when vacant 
buildings are being brought back into use (Barnet Lon-
don Borough, 2015). Neighbourhoods have been gen-
trified as a result of the increasing demand for private 

accommodation and luxury developments. The growth 
of private investments in Hendon has raised concerns 
about the council limiting its role in providing public 
needs, such as safe communities and adequate trans-
portation.

Taking into account this context, the research presented 
in this chapter aims to explore how the housing condi-
tion of students affects their capabilities to achieve valued 
learning aspirations. The following sections present the 
methodology and analytical framework employed in this 
research, which enabled us to obtain key findings seen 
through a capability lens. As an outcome of the research, 
two potential action plans proposed by students of Hen-
don School are presented. 

3.2 Methodology

The research activities were held between October and 
December 2016. During these three months, activities 
were held in collaboration with a group of 15 students 
from secondary and sixth-form school from the Hendon 
School. Most students lived in the area of Barnet, but a 
proportion of them also come from different parts of Great 
London. Students, who voluntarily chose to participate, 
signed a consent and a confidentiality form, attended six 
sessions and conducted individual research during the 
aforementioned period of time.

As Table 3.1 shows, multiple qualitative and quantitative 
participatory instruments were used, in order to collect 
primary and secondary data.

Due to the limited amount of sessions, it was not possible 
to conduct a one to one session with students, which 
may limit the research from providing an in-depth view 
of student’s individual perspectives. Furthermore, limited 
numbers of completed survey questionnaires were re-
ceived, thus results do not represent all students.



Instruments/Activities Description

Participatory Photography  

and Focus Groups

The first participatory instruments employed enabled students to record and reflect 

on how where they live affects their learning aspirations (Purcell, 2009).  These 

research instruments allowed students to take pictures that reflected this situation 

and later on they analysed the pictures and identified communal housing condi-

tions that may affect what they consider a valued learning.

Survey and Focus Group In addition to the participatory photography, the research included a survey an-

swered by 57 students from Hendon School.  The survey was designed, imple-

mented, and analysed by a group of 15 students. Results were discussed in  small 

groups  in order  to think collectively about the main issues connecting housing 

and learning aspirations,  and identified a set of questions that  were added  to the 

survey. This set of quantitative data provided a range of data that can be classified 

in categories, supporting the key concerns or issues within the research.

Narrative Storytelling To go deeper into the main issues that were identified during other activities, stu-

dents were asked to write a story that related to some of the issues previously 

raised, from a personal perspective. Nevertheless, in the end, just three students 

did the exercise, noticing that the participation of some students declined in the 

final stage of the research.

Literature Review    A literature review was conducted, collecting information related to: 1) housing poli-

cies in the UK, Barnet borough and Hendon ward, 2) Hendon and Barnet profile, 

and 3) Capability approach.

Table 3.1. Research methodology. Source: Chapter Authors
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3.3 Analytical Framework

This research adopts Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach 
(1985), which develops within the background of a ‘peo-
ple-centred development’ as the analytical framework. 
It focuses on the capabilities of people to choose and 
achieve what they value rather than just focusing on the 
achievements as the evaluation guide. Rather than fo-
cusing on what people achieves, it is concern with how 
people can freely choose and how universal are the op-
portunities available. 

The capability approach places human-being develop-
ment at the centre of development, thus the process 
of development is seen as a process of expanding the 
substantive freedom, which are the capabilities enjoyed 
by people. Thus, this approach creates a bridge be-
tween the development, the living conditions, the ca-
pability—or substantial freedom—and the functionings 
(Alkire, 2002). By adopting this approach, this research 
aimed to identify the key factors of housing that can in-
fluence students’ learning aspirations, and how ‘conver-
sion factors’ can be expanded to allow students achieve 
their learning aspirations.

One of the core concepts of the capability approach is 
‘functioning’, which refers to the achievements that dif-
ferent people value according to their own conditions, 
such as a good health, high income, sufficient knowledge 
or a safe environment. The functionings relevant to this 
research are the learning aspirations of students. The 
capability refers to the opportunities and the freedoms 
that people have to achieve the things they value. One 
important part of freedom is agency, which refers to the 
freedom a person has to make choices (Frediani, 2010).

There are personal and structural conditions which can 
be defined as ‘conversion factors’ that can influence the 
way people make choices, and ultimately their achieve-
ments. For instance, when secondary students choose 
to go to school to do their homework or study, what in-
fluences their capacity to choose? Diverse physical and 
social factors such as access to learning spaces or good 
relations between neighbours, teachers, and students 
(Coates et al, 2009). Ultimately, influencing students’ 
choice of achieving their learning aspirations.

Robeyns (2003) has pointed some factors that can influ-
ence the agency and freedom including personal, so-
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cial, and environmental factors. Personal factors refer to 
individual conditions such as literacy, health conditions 
and the mental well-being, social factors include social 
institutions, norms, policies, laws and public order, while 
environmental factors include public spaces and the 
built environment.

The capability approach requires the existence of indi-
vidual and structural factors to transform capabilities 
into functionings. This approach, shapes and expands 
the understanding of what are the key aspects of the 
housing conditions that affect students’ learning, from 
the unique view of young social actors. To this extent, 
different aspects of housing, such as housing character-
istics, environmental hindrances, community’s or coun-
cil's housing priorities can act as conversion factors 
that can expand the substantive freedom of students. 
According to the capability approach, what should be 
emphasised in the process of evaluating people’s well-
being, is their capability instead of their functionings, 
underscoring people’s choices and freedom over their 
achievements (Ibrahim, 2014).

3.4 Key Findings

Through the participatory photography and narrative 
exercise, the analysis of survey results and focus group 
discussions conducted with students, allowed the iden-
tification of key themes in regards to, how the place 
where students live affect their learning aspirations. The 
research enabled us to underline what students valued 
from their learning experiences and how different assets 

such as their physical environment, has a serious impact 
on students achieving their goals (functionings).

Students learning aspirations were connected to three 
main issues: having access to a comfortable life, chang-
ing their current situation and making their family proud:

3.4.1 Achieving good grades in order to have ac-
cess to a comfortable life

Out of the 57 students surveyed, 68% of them stressed 
that going to school allows them to get a good job and in-
come (see Figure 3.1). For students, their aspirations were 
related to having good grades and increasing their oppor-
tunity to get into a good university in order to get a good 
job that allows them to:

• Pay university loans;

• Afford material things such as houses;

• Afford sufficient food and pay for transportation.

It is important to highlight that students consider receiv-
ing a good level of education and getting a good job 
‘as the pathway to become successful in life’. This pro-
cess was identified by the students as something that 
was set in stone by the educational system, and also 
by their parents, and teachers. An example of this can 
be seen in one of the narrative tasks done by a student, 
“My parents also decided that I should be staying in my 
old school because it had a great league table position 
and reputation”.

Help others

Make friends

Stand up for my own and others rights

Change things

Get a job or earn money

Get into a good university

Other

7. What do you hope that going to school and learning will HELP YOU to do in the future? (please select 2 options)
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Figure 3.1. Getting a good job, earn money and getting into a good university is at the top of students aspirations. 
Sources: Survey data.



Figure 3.2. What learning to me is. Sources: Survey 
Data.

Figure 3.3. Commuting times to school results extract-
ed from survey. Source: Survey Data.
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3.4.2 Changing their current situation

For some students, their learning aspirations were re-
lated to changing some aspects of the difficult situation 
they currently face (see Figure 3.2). They considered that 
“learning can give you power to change things, so the 
more you learn the more you can achieve”. Living in a 
deprived borough or community can influence student’s 
performance in schools. Students identified this as a de-
terminant factor (conversion factor) in their capability of 
acquiring the knowledge and skills needed to improve 
their situation.

3.4.3 Making their family proud

Some of the students valued learning as something that 
gave them the opportunity to make their family proud. 
Learning was seen as an instrument to become clever 
and educated, something that their family valued. In one 
of the narrative tasks a student described the following, 
“One day she thought to herself and said I will not let 
my brother die knowing that his little angel accomplished 
nothing in life (…) with this her brother´s ´little angel’ 
achieved 4 A* to A A leveller with a degree”. Learning was 
not just seen as a personal accomplishment, but also an 
accomplishment for the whole family.

These three key learning aspirations were affected by pri-
marily three conditions: 1) inadequate spaces to study; 
2) unsafe environment, and 3) long transportation dis-
tances. Students addressed that these three conditions 
(conversion factors) were decisive for some of them in be-
ing capable of achieving the aforementioned aspirations. 

3.4.4 Lack of adequate learning space

Students identified that an adequate space to learn is as 
a place with good equipment, with a desk, a bed, good 
lighting and heating. Nonetheless, they also emphasised 
the need for that space to be private in order to con-
centrate; all of these aspects are vital for their learning 
and creativity. As a student mentioned in one of the focus 
groups “…having a good space may be related to having 
a good grade, and having a good grade can help me to 
be creative”. In a sense, when conditions such as over-
crowding, or responsibilities such as taking care of family 
members exist, students are not motivated neither able to 
concentrate in doing their homework. Moreover, students 
emphasised the need for a clean environment as they be-
lieve that, “if you have a clean area, you have a clean mind 
… this allows you to be more concentrated and calm”. 
Assuring these conditions in the spaces used for learning 
by students, is a decisive factor in the achievement of the 
grades they require to be admitted into a good university, 
and to make their families proud.

3.4.5 Secure Environment

Students identified that the environment around their 
neighbourhood can either enhance or limit their learn-
ing aspirations. For example, the presence of gangs may 
influence student’s decision of spending less time work-
ing at school or with friends. They are concern about 
their safety if they arrive late at home. As mentioned by 
Coates et al. (2009) physical assets can have an impact 
on people's social opportunities. In one of the focus 
groups, a student remarked “you do not want to go out 

8. Learning to me is: (57 responses) 4. From your front door to the school gate, how long is 
your trip to school (57 responses)

28.1%
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A waste of time

Knowing new things

Other
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Figure 3.4. Option for first action. Sources: Chapter Authors.
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in a bad neighbourhood, because you may be bullied by 
gang members. This may make you stay at home most 
of the time”.

Barnet Labour has noted that “disastrous handling of 
estates regeneration is leading to a net loss of 827 social 
homes for rent and longstanding residents, not qualify-
ing for new homes” (Barnet Labour, 2016). For students, 
failure in the regeneration processes of council homes 
can affect their environment and bring the presence of 
gangs. Furthermore, students identified these issues 
as a cause of anxiety, which in result affects their ability 
to socialise and concentrate on their duties. Moreover, 
students highlighted that their aspirations could be in-
fluenced by this contextual environment, as some be-
haviours were normalised and become a way of life to 
follow or to reject.

Lastly, students identified the presence of a role model as 
a decisive factor in their learning process. Even though 
they live in a complex environment, having someone that 
can guide them to achieve what they value, can have a 
positive impact on their learning.

3.4.6 Long transportation distance

Although, 73% of the students who participated in the 
survey responded that their daily commute to school took 
them between “0 and 30 minutes”, there are still 3.5% of 
students that commute for over 1 hour (see Figure 3.3). 
In addition, during the focus groups students mentioned 
commuting time as an issue that impacted them on the 
process of gaining valued learning.

Students mentioned that spending long hours on the 
road limited their time to sleep, to eat, for socialising 
and doing homework. This prevented students from fully 
achieving the kind of learning that they valued because 
they always have to compensate for issues outside their 
control. As one of the students mentioned on a narra-
tive task, “Staying in my old school meant I had to take 
three buses from our flat every weekday to get to school 
and the trip to school took almost two hours. (...) After a 
few weeks, I started feeling more and more tired. (...) This 
started to affect my work in school as I found myself un-
able to concentrate in lessons and did not feel motivated 
to do my homework properly. After about two months my 
grades were noticeably lower than they have been before 
and this alarmed my parents. I was also struggling to find 
time and energy I spend time with my friends.”

3.5 Ways Forward

The proposed actions presented in this section, are a 
result of the analysis of the data captured through the 
research instruments—survey, focus group discussions, 
and narrative storytelling. They were conceived with the 
aim of raising awareness about the implications of hous-
ing issues and how these affect students’ learning as-
pirations. In order to build a broader significance of the 
research students from Hendon school proposed the fol-
lowing actions:

The first action is the Homework Club (see Figure 3.4). 
Students proposed to participate in one of the regular 
staff meetings, which are held every Tuesday with the 

- Unsafe areas

- Long distance and transportation

- Inadequate space to study

Student participate in 
Staff Meeting 

To ask for the creation of a new space

[Teachers + Head teacher]

Student study in a 
conducive environment

Homework 
Club

In School

Homework 
Club

In School
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head teacher and staff members. In this session, they 
were able to introduce the key housing issues raised by 
this research and suggested the creation of a ‘Homework 
Club’ as a conducive environment for them to study. This 
action addresses the obstacle of not having a safe and 
adequate place to study.

The second action is delivering a message, which contains 
the key issues identified in this research to the local coun-
cil and borough authorities, in the form of written letters, 
emails, and social media (see Figure 3.5). The main actors 
of this action will be students while the collaborators will be 
the staff members from the school, the parents, the com-
munity members and Citizen’s UK. This action intends to 
foster a debate between the local council and the Hendon 
School, to raise awareness within the community about 
these critical problems and to contribute to the engage-
ment of different actors in decision-making processes.

These two actions  could raise  awareness of  decision-
making at  different levels  and encourage students’ 
agency of what is considered a valued learning experi-
ence in the context housing. Moreover, students can be 
recognised as agents with the capability of influencing 
power relations within a top-down decision-making pro-
cess. These actions can act as catalysers of change, wid-
ening available housing and educational opportunities in 
the present and the future. The first action can provide to 
all students, equal access to a conducive learning space, 

whether they live close to or far from the school. This can 
also encourage social justice within society by providing a 
fair distribution of opportunities. 

The second action aims to remind local authorities of their 
responsibility to ensure to students, within their commu-
nity, a valued learning experience, duty that should not 
be placed, solely, on the school. This should also chal-
lenge them into formulating housing policies to improve 
safety in the community and take measures to change 
unfavourable factors such as security issues.

3.6 Conclusion

This research explored how key factors such as the lack 
of adequate learning space, unsafe environments and 
lengthy commuting time, can influence students’ learn-
ing and aspirations for the future. The learning aspirations 
of students captured by this research, such as achieving 
good grades in order to have access to a comfortable life, 
changing their current situation and making their family 
proud, are motivated by their will to improve their eco-
nomic situation and to have more opportunities than what 
is already available to them.

The Citizens UK Housing Manifesto (Green, 2016) high-
lighted two issues that connect to the findings present-

Figure 3.5. Option for the first action. Source: Chapter Authors.
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ed above: the affordability of housing and the “lack of 
control over local development and regeneration pro-
jects”. Affordability relates to student’s aspirations for 
the future, which are a seen as means to achieve a 
comfortable life that could potentially change their cur-
rent housing situation. The fact that students live in a 
complex environment can influence their willingness to 
change their situation, hence the actions that the stu-
dents planned are connected to their will to take part in 
the local development of their neighbourhood and city.

The actions proposed by students will hopefully encour-
age council members to lead changes in the housing sec-
tor, especially those raised by the students through this 
research. The capability and opportunities students have 
to change their housing conditions are limited and depend 
on diverse structural factors. This is why the support from 
the community in driving change and from the school in 
answering the students’ needs are fundamental. Certainly, 
to be able to fully address the overall issue of how housing 
conditions affect students’ learning aspirations, a deeper 
exploration is needed, particularly on the priorities of the 
council and those of the organised community; with em-
phasis on the views of parents and teachers.
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4. Greenwich Free School, Corelli School and St Paul’s Academy

4.1 Introduction

The housing crisis has been affecting London’s residents 
for almost fifteen years (Watt & Minton, 2006). Which 
has resulted in unaffordable homes and therefore, in the 
impossibility of securing decent standard housing and 
wellbeing (London Citizens, 2016). The current policies 
regarding this issue have not adequately managed the 
crisis, on the contrary, market-led and privatisation-ori-
ented policies have accentuated the problem, leading 
to difficulties in accessing social housing and becoming 
homeowners (Watt & Minton, 2006). 

In addition, it has been suggested that students in difficult 
living conditions such as poor and overcrowded housing, 
may suffer negative consequences on their health and 
wellbeing. For example, they are at a higher risk of devel-
oping illnesses and mental health problems, which could 
be long lasting and negatively impact their adulthood. It 

has also been pointed out that children living under this 
conditions, experience lower educational attainment in 
comparison to those living in better housing conditions 
(Harker, 2006). The literature states that this is a multidi-
mensional and complex area of research, which is still in 
its early stages and needs to be developed further (Lev-
enthal, & Newman, 2010).

In this context, the Bartlett Development Planning Unit 
(DPU) at UCL and Citizens UK have started a collabo-
ration to explore how the current housing crisis in Lon-
don could be affecting students’ learning experience 
and wellbeing, more precisely their learning aspirations. 
This research was conducted with students from three 
schools located in the Borough of Greenwich (See Figure 
4.1). There are some housing differences between Lon-
don and Greenwich. For example, while in London 52% 
of citizens own their house, in Greenwich only 46% do; 
however, in Greenwich 33% of housing is social rented 

Figure 4.1. Location of schools in Greenwich. Source: Authors based on Google Maps



Figure 4.2. Timeline of activities. Source: Chapter Authors
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accommodation, in contrast with the 23% figure for the 
entire city of London (Office for National Statistics, 2014). 
Furthermore, the students’ housing profiles revealed that 
46% is owned, 28% rented from the Council or housing 
associations and 16% rented from a private landlord. 

4.2 Methodology

This research was conducted along with Citizens UK 
at Greenwich Free School. Six weekly one-hour ses-
sions were held. The participants were 20 pupils aged 
12 to 16, who were currently studying at Greenwich 
Free School (12 pupils), Corelli College (3 pupils) and St. 
Paul’s Academy (5 pupils). Teachers and the allocated 
Citizens UK community organiser supervised every ses-
sion. 77.4% of students who took part in the research 
lived in the areas of Abbey Wood, Woolwich, Plumstead, 
Thamesmead and Charlton. A variety of participatory in-
struments were utilised in this research, including partici-
patory photography, a survey developed with the pupils 
and a narrative storytelling task. A timeline of activities is 
shown in Figure 4.2.

During the first session, participatory photography was 
utilised to capture participants’ individual experiences and 
to collectively share and reflect on each other’s housing 
experiences and how these relate to learning. As a result, 
22 pictures were given to us in the following session and 
then distributed among all participants for group discus-
sions. This method facilitated an open dialogue among 
participants and revealed pressing issues such as current 
developments in the area, noise, and lack of space. On 
the other hand, the task of participatory photography—

taking photographs of their housing experiences—was 
perceived by some students as intrusive, which may have 
limited the variety of issues captured.

The survey was presented to and further developed with 
the pupils, prior to it being distributed to and completed 
by 264 students, with an even gender split. Pupils sug-
gested that questions relating to social assets and afford-
ability needed to be added to the survey. Online and hard 
copy questionnaires were distributed to suit all partici-
pants’ needs. The survey enabled us to work with clear 
concepts and variables and to explore how they might re-
late to each other; it also served as a quantitative comple-
ment to qualitative side of the research. They were easy 
to distribute and fast to complete, which allowed for a 
relatively large sample over a short period of time.

In the last session, participants were introduced to the 
narrative task, in which, they were asked to write or draw 
short stories associated with their housing problems. 
In the narrative task, participants were able to express 
themselves and widened the research scope to explore 
their views and concerns creatively; otherwise, it could 
cause students to feel uncomfortable about revealing 
personal concerns in public.

The main limitations of this research have to do with: time 
constraints—six one-hour sessions were conducted with 
20 participants in average, thus, it was not possible to 
explore issues in depth, as well as to understand par-
ticipants’ context in more detail; participants’ engage-
ment—not all participants engaged with the research 
equally, and for this reason it was challenging to include 
everyone’s views; sample size—because research tasks 
were conducted with a small number of students from 

October November December January

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1 to 1 meeting School Staff

Workshop 1 Introduction / Participatory 
Photography

Participatory Action

Workshop 2 Survey Construction

Workshop 3 Participatory Photography 
Analysis

Workshop 4 Survey Analysis

Workshop 5 Narrative Task

Exhibition



Figure 4.3. Left to right: Final exhibition (Froilan L., the Citizens UK community organiser, DPU students and two pu-
pils), first workshop, and fourth workshop. Source: Chapter Authors.

33Housing and Learning: Views from young Citizens in London, UK

the three schools, the findings are limited to the sample 
employed and it is difficult to extrapolate them.

4.3 Analytical Framework

The findings presented in this chapter were analysed 
through the lens of Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach. 
This approach considers that “an individual's capability 
is determined by the freedom they have to choose to 
pursue ways of being and doing they have reason to 
value” (Sen, 1985, 1992 in Sarojini, 2012, p.3). Both 
the framework and this research take the stance that 
education and housing are crucial freedoms in achiev-
ing valued ways of being.

There are two essential elements in the Capability Ap-
proach: capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are 
understood as the ‘opportunity set’, while functioning is 
any achievement of a person; an “umbrella term for the 
resources and activities and attitudes people spontane-
ously recognise to be important - such as poise, knowl-
edge, a warm friendship, an educated mind, a good job” 
(Frediani, 2010, p.5).

Alex Frediani (2010) proposes ‘Capability Space’, an ad-
aptation of Sen's Capability Approach, which attempts to 
narrow its level of abstraction and contribute to its appli-

cation in the development field. This approach “is applied 
by focusing on the capability space that constitutes the 
transformation of resources into achieved functionings. 
Among the fundamental components of this approach 
are agency, power relations, and participation” (Frediani, 
2010, p.185). There are two types of resources: tangible, 
including houses, schools or transport, and intangible, 
which consist of policies or social relations (Ibid). This re-
search operationalised social and physical assets as be-
longing to the Capability Space.

In addition, King (2003) suggests an extensive list of uni-
versal functional capabilities, such as “life, bodily health 
and integrity, senses, imagination and thought, emo-
tions, practical reason, affiliation, other species, play and 
control over one’s environment”, that would try to cover 
activities as “relating to affective behaviour, education, 
a concern for nature, play and education” (King, 2003, 
p.670). In this context, this paper is presenting education 
and housing as rights essential to achieving freedom. 
Thus, housing is more than an economic and material 
concept; it is a basic right in the freedom that can alter 
an individual’s learning aspiration if it is not a ‘dignified 
house’. Furthermore, regarding the use of the Capability 
Approach in education, Unterhalter, Vaughan and Walk-
er (2007) state that is relevant to think how the learning 
aspirations are more than the individual academic out-
comes, and relate to wider valued educational function-
ings in order to achieve wellbeing. 



Figure 4.4. Main findings. Source: Modify by the Authors based on Jenkins, Abiko, Frediani and Moraes (2010)
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4.4 Key findings

This research has found that almost 9% of students 
feel that their learning is being affected by their current 
housing situation. Some of the main issues include: 
noisy and busy homes (16%); not enough space 
(10%); broken things in the home (10%); the journey to 
school takes too long (8%); safety issues while com-
muting to school (4%); their homes are not adequate 
for sleeping (3%).

In addition, almost half of the pupils have concerns 
about the affordability of dignified housing—belonging 
to the Capability Space—in the future, which in turn can 
affect their learning aspirations—Functionings—and 
shape them from an economically-oriented perspective 
(See in Figure 4.4). Appadurai (2004 in Prodonovich, 
Perry and Taggart, 2014) introduced the term ‘capac-
ity to aspire’ to illustrate that the capacity of people to 
set future goals could be constrained by their circum-
stances, thus limiting their future aspirations. Therefore, 
students could be facing a diminished horizon in terms 
of what they are allowed to aspire. For example, they 
aspire to earn enough money and to access further 
education in order to secure a good job. Also, specific 
assets such as physical (access to technology, warmth 
and others) and social (having enough friends living 
nearby) assets are especially valuable to pupils for their 
learning capabilities.

4.4.1 Affordability concerns

According to the survey results, 49% of the pu-
pils are concerned about being able to afford good 
housing in the future. These concerns were also ex-
pressed in their photography task and in the narrative 
task. These findings are consistent with the fact that 
in Greenwich, as well as in London, housing prices 
have been increasing dramatically and wages have 
not been rising proportionally. While in 1997 the ra-
tio between houses prices and earnings was 3.3, in 
2015 the ratio increased up to 10.75 and keeps rising 
every year (Aldridge, Born, Tinson & MacInnes, 2015). 
This means that students’ affordability concerns re-
flected in survey results (See Figure 4.5) have a solid 
relation to what has been happening in their borough. 
Moreover, nowadays Greenwich is the borough with 
the highest percentage of 19-year-olds without Level 
3 qualification in London and is also ranked fifth in un-
employment rates (Aldridge et.al, 2015), which makes 
their aspirations of securing a job and further educa-
tion especially relevant and also challenging.

4.4.2 Learning aspirations

Based on survey results, 72% of the pupils identified 
getting a job or earning money as their main learning 
aspiration, followed by 66% who valued getting into a 
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Figure 4.5. Concerns about affordability. Source: Survey data

Figure 4.6. Letting agent’s boards: Affordability. 
Source: Participatory Photography participant.
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Figure 4.8. Learning aspirations. Source: Survey data

Figure 4.7. Learning aspirations and affordability. 
Source: Narrative task participant
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good university. During an activity conducted to explore 
learning aspirations, 11 out of the 15 pupils expressed 
that their main reasons to attend school were to secure 
access to further education, securing a good job, and 
income afterwards. Further learning aspirations are: 
changing things (26%), standing up for theirs and others’ 
rights (18%), making friends (15%) and helping others 
(13%). Survey results about learning aspirations are visu-
ally represented in Figure 4.8.

During the fourth workshop, pupils were asked to think 
about their learning aspirations assuming that they 
would have a secure income in the future and would 
not be concerned about housing affordability. An exam-
ple of a student’s illustration of his thoughts is shown in 
Figure 4.7. Many of them prioritised changing things, 
standing up for their own and others’ rights, and help-
ing others, while some remained strict with getting a 
job. These responses are consistent with the survey 
findings mentioned before and raised an important is-
sue of how aspirations can be shaped by immediate 
constraints. Moreover, when pupils elaborated on get-
ting a job, some answers were about self-esteem while 
some were about earning money as means to achieve 
other aspirations and needs. 

4.4.3 Relevant learning assets 

Physical assets

The pupils pointed out that the assets that help them the 
most to learn are: having access to technology (58%), liv-
ing in a warm and comfortable home (37%), and having a 
quiet space to do any duties (27%). This is supported by 

qualitative findings from the sessions: “Having your own 
room gives you space to study” (Student, Workshop 1, 
02.11.2016); “Children struggle to work in a noisy, crowd-
ed environment” (Student, Workshop 3, 18.11.2016), see 
Figures 4.9 and 4.10. These findings are consistent with 
previous research that states that overcrowding is one of 
the variables that have a major negative impact on chil-
dren’s development (Leventhal & Newman, 2010).

Social assets

Almost 40% of students find that getting help or as-
sistance from family or friends is crucial for their learn-
ing. Furthermore, in terms of things that make learning 
more difficult, 63% of pupils chose not having enough 
friends living nearby; 61% not being able to visit new 
or interesting places; 60% chose taking care of siblings 
or another person at home. This highlights the impor-
tance students gave to being able to live in a place that 
allows them to socialise with their peers. In fact, dur-
ing the second workshop, they stressed the relevance 
of it, and how living in the same area facilitates this. 
A further aspect was living close to school, valued by 
21% of survey participants, and also emphasised by 4 
out of 13 participants, in an activity conducted during 
the first workshop, about the positive and negative as-
pects of their housing situation. These findings support 
what has been stated in previous research regarding 
the importance that peers have in the learning process 
during adolescence, and how teenagers reach for oth-
ers not only for academic but also emotional support 
(Kiefer & Shim, 2016). Survey results are shown in Fig-
ure 4.11 and 4.12.

Figure 4.9. Noisy and crowded environment. Source: 
Participatory Photography participant

Figure 4.10. Housing negative and positive aspects. 
Source: Chapter Authors
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Living close to my friends

Getting help or assistance from family or friends

Spending time with people different to me
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Getting to school safety

Living in a warm and confortable home

Having pocket money to cover my weekly costs

Having a good night sleep at night

Having a good breakfast

Thinking about the place where you live, what are the top 3 things that HELP you to learn? (only select 3)

Figure 4.11. Assets that help students to learn. Source: Survey data
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Figure 4.12. Housing conditions that make it harder for students to learn. Source: Survey data
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4.5 Ways Forward

4.5.1 Participatory Action

In line with the methodology employed and the aims of 
the research, pupils conducted a participatory action, in 
the form of an outdoor house party together with their 
teachers, Citizens UK community organiser and UCL stu-
dents (see Figures 4.13 and 4.14). The main purposes of 
the participatory action were: to raise awareness about 
the affordability issues that the pupils expect to be fac-
ing in the future; promote the students’ ability to take ac-
tion about their concerns and reflections expressed in the 
sessions; to make visible the need for more political com-
mitment to tackle this issue.

4.5.2 Ideas for further research 

Throughout the research process, it was evident that stu-
dents’ learning aspirations were articulated around finan-
cial objectives. For this reason, there is a need for further 
research about whether and how the students’ current 
learning aspirations are being constrained and shaped by 
the current socio-economic situation. More specifically, 
in light of the findings presented above on pupils’ con-
cerns about housing affordability, it would be worth ex-
ploring in depth how the housing crisis could be shaping 
students’ learning aspirations in economically focused 
ways, narrowing their capacity to aspire. Also, it is im-
portant to increase the sample number in order to have 
a more representative number of students. By doing this, 

the replicability and validity of research findings could be 
increased and more representative conclusions could be 
reached. Lastly, in order to eliminate some of the time 
constraints, the duration of sessions could be extended 
in future participatory action research.

4.6 Conclusions

Based on the research findings presented in this chap-
ter, it could be inferred that the majority of the students 
do not feel that their current housing situation is affect-
ing their learning aspirations. Nonetheless, this research 
highlighted two crucial issues. First, if the current housing 
crisis continues, it could affect an increasing number of 
students by threatening the assets they value and need 
the most in order to achieve their learning aspirations. 
Second, this crisis might be constraining the students’ 
ability to shape their own aspirations.

The current crisis seems to be getting worse every year. 
On the one hand, if housing prices in London keep ris-
ing, it might be impossible for families to secure their liv-
ing in the areas where they currently reside. Furthermore, 
the levels of affordable housing set by London authorities 
have not been met. In fact, in 2015 they were 40% be-
low the target (Aldridge et al., 2015). This poses a special 
threat for what students have identified the main assets 
to achieve their learning aspirations and their concerns 
about unaffordability. On the other hand, as Londoners 
face rising prices, the quality of what they can afford di-
minishes. Additionally, it has been stated that more than 

Figure 4.13. Participatory action: Outdoor house par-
ty. Source: Chapter Authors

Figure 4.14. Participatory action: Outdoor house par-
ty. Source: Chapter Authors
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20% of London homes do not meet the decent standard 
for living (Aldridge et al., 2015). It follows that if no proper 
measures are taking on London housing crisis, students 
could face housing challenges that could endanger their 
learning aspirations for the future—and the possibility to 
socialise in a secure environment and to receive support 
from family and friends in the process.

These findings are consistent with those expressed in the 
Housing Manifesto of Citizens UK, mainly in the aspect 
of the relevance of addressing the affordability issue, as 
one of the key ways to overcome the effects of the hous-
ing crisis (London Citizens, 2016). It is expected from the 
London Mayor to devote political efforts to tackle this and 
other issues related to housing. Furthermore, a strong po-
litical commitment is required to reverse previous negative 
effects of policies on affordable housing. 
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5.1 Introduction

5.1.1 Housing and Education in the London Bor-
ough of Haringey

The council of Haringey borough of London states that 
the ‘demand for permanent housing far outweighs the 
supply,’ with 10,000 households on the waiting list 
for secure housing (Haringey London, 2017). Further-
more, is claimed that around 90% of these households 
will never be housed in social rented accommodation, 
therefore, the council suggests for its residents to con-
sider the private rented sector (Haringey London, 2017). 
The impact of the housing crisis affects us all but is es-
pecially felt by those in the lower income bracket, such 
as the residents of Haringey, the sixth most deprived 
borough of London (Haringey London, 2017). Teachers, 
parents and children bear the brunt of this crisis and 
thus education is one of the sectors most significantly 
affected by the housing crisis.

Research has highlighted the negative impact of the 
housing crisis on children’s learning showing that poor 
housing conditions (such as overcrowding) result in 
educational underachievement (Friedman, 2010). Chil-
dren in better quality housing are seen to achieve a 
higher number of certifications (such as GSCEs and 
A-levels), which provide them greater earning power 
(Friedman, 2010).  

5.1.2 The Willow Primary School

This research aims to further explore the relationship be-
tween the housing crisis and children’s learning aspira-
tions. The participants of this research are students at 
The Willow Primary School in Haringey. Haringey is the 
fifth most ethnically diverse population in the UK, with 
over 100 languages spoken in the borough (Haringey 
London, 2017). The Willow is representative of this, as 
highlighted by the school's most recent OFSTED report; 
‘nearly three-quarters of the pupils speak English as sec-

ond language’ and ‘the majority of students come from 
ethnic minority groups’ (OFSTED, 2012). 

The school is located on Broadwater Farm, built in 1967 and 
one of the only housing estates left in London. The Broad-
water Farm Residents’ Association states that the housing 
estate is one of the most well-served Councils in the UK, 
regularly attracting visitors from different parts of the world 
who are interested in seeing a great example of community-
led regeneration (Broadwater Farm Residents Association, 
2015). The future of The Farm is uncertain and residents fear 
demolition of their socially rented, affordable housing (ibid). 
The surrounding areas are becoming hot property due to 
the proximity to central London. Families are being forced 
out of the communities that they themselves grew up in due 
to unaffordability. The research presented in this chapter ex-
plores the housing crisis from the student’s perspective and 
how it impacts on their learning aspirations. 

5.2 Methodology

This research aims to explore how the current housing cri-
sis in London affects learning aspiration of the students. 
To progress this, aim a variety of qualitative methods were 
employed and as a quantitative instrument, a survey of 
students at The Willow Primary School.

5.2.1 Qualitative Methods

Five qualitative research activities were employed dur-
ing workshop sessions between 12 October 2016 and 7 
December 2016 with 12 students aged 7-11 years (See 
Table 5.1).

From the initial meeting with the teacher in charge of the 
process, it was possible to obtain an overview of pupils, 
school and community. After each workshop the students 
repeated the activities school-wide during Pupil Voice, an 
important platform at The Willow held weekly to gather 
students together and exchange ideas.



Table 5.1. Qualitative research methods employed as part of the current research. Source: Chapter Authors

Qualitative method Usage purpose When? How?
Who             

participated?
Evidence

Timeline

(Participatory ac-
tion research tool)

To understand how 
the students inter-
pret their time and 
lives after school

Workshop 1

19/10/16

Draw out the time-
line of after school 

activities individually
12 pupils

12 completed 
timelines

Transect walk

To understand the 
neighbourhood and 
nearby area around 

the school

Workshop 1

19/10/16

Walked around the 
neighbourhood and 
photographed areas 
that pupils consid-

ered relevant

-12 pupils

- teacher

- UCL students

41 photos using 
5 iPad

Mapping the neigh-
bourhood

Identified key places 
in the neighbour-
hood that have 

significant effects on 
pupils’ lives

Workshop 3

09/11/16

Pupils marked areas 
of importance in 

their neighbourhood 
by drawing maps or 
using a given map 

of the estate

12 pupils 9 Maps

Narrative Storytell-
ing 1 - cartoon

Pupils drew comic 
strips to explain 

their own personal 
interpretation of 
their relationship 
with their housing 

situation

Workshop 4

16/11/16

Pupils drew comic 
strips with free 

creativity
12 pupils 15 Comic strips

Narrative             
Storytelling 2 - 

videos

Pupils provided 
visual explanation 
of the comic strip 

exercise

Workshop 5

07/12/16

Pupils recorded 
video of each other 
explaining the comic 

strips

15 pupils 

(3 were invited 
by the teacher)

15 Videos
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5.3 Quantitative Method

A focus group was held with 12 pupils to construct a 
total of eight questions students felt would expose the 
experiences of their classmates in their housing situ-
ation. The aim of jointly constructing a survey was to 
get a broader picture of the neighbourhood and the 
experiences of the students at ‘The Willow’. The final 
survey was distributed to a total of 151 pupils aged 
8-12 years and supported by the involvement of the 
three main actors of the research: teachers, students 
and the UCL team.

From survey results, percentages were calculated in or-
der to identify the main housing problems students sur-
veyed are faced with. As well as an exploration of the 
link between learning aspirations and differing genders, 
year levels and housing types and made comparisons 
between them. The quantitative results from the analysis 
of the survey provided statistical evidence and supple-
ment to the findings of the qualitative research.

5.4 Analytical Framework

The ‘Capability Approach’ was used as the framework of 
analysis to explore how the London housing crisis affects 
the valued learning aspirations of students at The Willow 
Primary School. Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach 
focuses on human wellbeing; understood as people’s ability, 
opportunity and choice to achieve what they have reason 
to value (Frediani, 2010; Sen, 1999). It shifts the measure 
of development from one focused on economic growth to 
a people-centred, providing a more holistic and normative 
framework which emphasises the individual’s freedom to 
achieve their aspirations (Frediani, 2010; Sen, 1999). This 
approach defines ‘functionings’ as what people value doing 
and being and capabilities as their freedom and ability to 
achieve these values (Alkire, 2002). Therefore, development 
work employing this analytical framework focuses on 
improving wellbeing by enhancing people’s capabilities to 
achieve what they have reason to value.

Frediani (2010) has operationalised the Capability Ap-
proach for use in the field. In this research, the capability 



Haringey (popn.) Haringey (%) London (%)

2001 2011 2001 2011 2001 2011

All usual residents 216,507 254,926 216,507 254,926 7,172,091 8,173,941

W
hi

te

White: English/Welsh/Scottish/Nordern Irish 
/British

98,028 88,424 45.3 34.7 59.8 44.9

White: Irish 9,302 6,997 4.3 2.7 3.1 2.2

White: Gypsy or Irish Traveller - 370 - 0.1 - 0.1

White: Other Whiter 34,742 58,552 16.1 23.0 8.3 12.6

M
ix

ed

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups: White and 
Black Caribbean

3,205 44,856 1.5 1.9 1.0 1.5

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups: White and 
Black African

1,551 2,609 0.7 1.0 0.5 0.8

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups: White and 
Asian

2,329 3,738 1.1 1.5 0.8 1.2

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups: Other Mixed 2,761 5,345 1.3 2.1 0.9 1.5

A
si

an

Asian/Asian British: Indian 6,171 5,945 2.9 2.3 6.1 6.6

Asian/Asian British: Pakistani 2,046 1,920 0.9 0.8 2.0 2.7

Asian/Asian British: Bangladeshi 2,961 4,417 1.4 1.7 2.1 2.7

Asian/Asian British: Chinese 2,444 3,744 1.1 1.5 1.1 1.5

Asian/Asian British: Other Asian 3,348 8,124 1.5 3.2 1.9 4.9

B
la

ck

Black/African/Caribbean/Black British: 
African

20,570 23,037 9.5 9.0 4.8 7.0

Black/African/Caribbean/Black British: 
Caribbean

19,879 18,087 9.2 7.1 5.3 4.2

Black/African/Caribbean/Black British: Other 
Black

2,928 7,706 1.4 2.6 0.8 2.1

O
th

er

Other ethnic group: Arab - 2,229 - 0.9 - 1.3

Other ethnic group: Any other ethnic group 4,232 9,826 2.0 3.9 1.6 2.1

Figure 5.1.  Ethnic breakdown of Haringey compared to London: Census 2011.
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map informed the understanding of how the housing pro-
files of the students may impact their access to learning 
assets (abilities and opportunities) and learning outcomes 
(rights and aspirations). It assisted us with the incorpora-
tion of the different institutions and policies that relate to 
the housing issues and learning aspirations of the stu-
dents into the analysis presented in this chapter. Finally, it 
encouraged the revelation of the different structural driv-
ers that may be impacting on the students learning as-
sets and outcomes. 

5.5 Key findings

“Thus, good practice that values difference and 
works with diversity in urban social development 

includes an awareness of power imbalances, a will-
ingness to identify and hear all voices, an accept-

ance of conflict without confrontation… a desire to 
learn from our own experience” Jo Beall 1997

5.5.1 Diversity as the base for constructing com-
munity and housing policies

The Willow Primary School is a multi-cultural community. 
This is highlighted by the fact that all of the parents of the 
12 students participating in the research were born out-
side of the UK. The Willow recognises diversity as an in-
trinsic asset for learning, established in their core values: 
“Everyone is valued as a unique member of our diverse 
community” (The Willow Primary School, 2016). This has 
become a human and social asset for students in spir-



Figure 5.2.  Example from the Timeline activity which illustrates a student’s daily after school activities and shows the 
responsibilities young children are burdened with due to their parents work requirements. Source: Narrative Storytell-
ing participants
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itual, cultural and moral learning outcomes by practising 
respect and interaction within their diverse community.

The Haringey Council has been promoting multiple poli-
cies that protect diversity, encouraging multi-cultural 
communities to migrate towards this area. The Equal Op-
portunity Policy is one of the main examples; “A council 
which ensures the provision of services appropriate to lo-
cal need, valued by all and delivered by staff who reflect 
the diverse communities we serve” (Haringey Council, 
2012). Figure 5.1 presents a table of Haringey population 
profile, which exposes this reality, reflecting a common 
trend in London (Figure 5.1).

Housing policies in Haringey need to be aware of the cul-
tural heterogeneity of their community, respecting cus-
toms and traditions in housing, to continue the integration 
of the area. The awareness of their diverse identity is a 
positive aspect that characterises not only The Willow Pri-
mary School but also the whole community. The diverse 
nature of the community increases the interest of families 
establishing in the Haringey area, but as one teacher ex-
pressed: “Housing problems for the families are exacer-
bated as they require more space than those living alone 
or as a couple.”

5.5.2 High rent costs put burden on children 

Housing prices in Haringey have been increasing steadily; 
the average house price was £312,443 in 2010, which 
rose to £498,355 by 2015, a dramatic increase of almost 
40% in less than 5 years (Prudence, 2016, Feb 24).  Many 
residents have either been priced out, overstretching 
themselves or trapped in the unaffordable renting. 

The affordability issue has a significant impact on resi-
dent’s lives and the wellbeing of their family. Many parents 
must work in two or more jobs, work double shifts, or 

apply for social benefits to cope with high housing prices. 
As evidenced from the research and in the pupils’ timeline 
presented below (See Figure 5.2). The problem does not 
only affect parents but it also has an impact on how well 
their children perform at school and their learning aspira-
tions. High rent cost further burdens the children giving 
them responsibilities, which far exceed their age. 

Results from the current research project demonstrated 
that some children take on cooking and caring for their sib-
lings while home alone, as shown in Figure 5.2. Families 
that face unaffordability problems or are in temporary hous-
ing are often forced to move out of their community result-
ing in the children transferring to other schools. This results 
in huge disruption to their learning as well as impacting on 
their social life, as one of the affected pupils stated: 

“My friend’s grandmother had a housing crisis causing 
him to move to his dad’s house. It affects me because 
my friend got sad, he won’t be in the school with me any-
more and we can do nothing to change it.”

Willow Primary Student. Year 3

Students face problems associated with adapting to 
the new school environment and leaving behind friends 
when they are forced to move house. According to the 
OFSTED report of The Willow, the attendance is below 
national averages (OFSTED, 2012). These issues play 
a major role in the student’s school performance and 
achievement as well as their aspiration for the future. 

5.5.3 Overcrowding affects learning capabilities 
at home

“Make it more quiet because the TV is loud when my 
sister turns it on and there’s no other space to do my 
homework”

The Willow Primary student, year 4.
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“It affects me because I don’t get space for doing my 
homework because I share the room with my sister and 
she has to play in the bedroom”

The Willow Primary student, year 3.

Overcrowding has become a common trend in London 
and The Willow Primary School is not an exception. Re-
sults from the multiple research methods used showed 
that overcrowding makes homework and learning activi-
ties difficult for the students, as distractions in their home 
environment are frequent. During the workshops, a nar-
rative task was developed, and children described their 
learning environment at home, they presented this hurdle 
in the cartoon shown in Figures 5.3 and 5.4.

In addition to the qualitative evidence, survey results 
showed a direct relationship between learning difficulty and 
the number of people per bedroom. Through data analy-
sis, is evident that overcrowding is the main problem that 
students are faced with (see Figure 5.4). A high proportion 
of pupils share a room with others and their learning capa-
bilities are mainly influenced by ‘having to take care of sib-
lings and another person at home’ (25.8%), ‘not having a 
good sleep at night’ (19.2%) and ‘not having a quiet place 
at home to do things’ (16.6%). According to the answers 
of pupils, the average number of people per room is 2.1.

This has affected three learning assets of the students: 
physical, human and financial. Human assets are charac-

Figure 5.3.  An example comic strip of a student in year 
4 at The Willow highlighting overcrowding issues. Source: 
Narrative task participant

Figure 5.4.  An example comic strip of a student in year 
4 at The Willow highlighting overcrowding issues. Source: 
Narrative task participant

Figure 5.5.  Graph showing a trend towards students learning being negatively impacted by overcrowding with more 
people sharing a room causing more difficulty in learning. Source: Chapter Authors

Difficulty of 
Learning

Number of 
People per 
Room
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terised by the school involvement, creating spaces such 
as Breakfast and Homework Club to allow students to 
do the learning they may otherwise not be able to do at 
home due to overcrowding. The physical assets of the 
students are limited in terms of space and location for do-
ing homework. This has a clear relationship with unafford-
able rents, as families require further financial assets to 
provide good learning spaces for their children at home. 

The 2011 Census states that “over-occupancy is up sig-
nificantly, with 16.3% of households now over- occupied 
by at least 1 bedroom. This is much higher than London’s 
rate of 11.6%” (Haringey Council, 2013). As it has been 
demonstrated by this research, overcrowding, house 
prices and diversity have an impact on the students learn-
ing capabilities. Although The Willow Primary School has 
taken positive steps to ensure the students’ learning is 
protected from their home situation and while the Harin-
gey Council respects the diversity of their community, the 
London housing crisis is causing a huge burden on the 
lives of our future generations. 

5.6 Ways Forward

5.6.1 Alternative housing policy through partner-
ships

The inflated price of housing in Haringey and around 
London is negatively impacting the wellbeing of the 
residents and a need for the crisis to be addressed 
cooperatively and efficiently is more evident than ever. 
The problem is beyond the coping ability of the council 
alone, as 10,000 households are on the Haringey wait-
ing list and over 90% will not be housed in social hous-
ing (Haringey London, 2017).

Alternative and innovative solutions, such as partner-
ships, need to be formulated and implemented. An ex-
ample of this is the Community Land Trusts (CTL), an 
innovative approach to matching house prices with lo-
cal wages rather than market rate, ensuring affordability 
to local residents. The partnership with other stakehold-
ers and agencies are required to provide an alternative 
policy. A CTL is being proposed for Haringey known as 
the St Ann’s Redevelopment Trust, which is a positive 
step in a new direction (Wainwright, 2017, Jan 19).

5.6.2 Housing Policies should consider diversity

The Haringey community and The Willow Primary School 
are a multi-cultural population whose diversity requires 
suitable housing solutions.  Research exploring urban 
change in Mumbai showed how housing programs faced 
hurdles, as they were unable to offer suitable housing so-

lutions to specific groups of population, either for gender, 
disability or cultural differences (Walker et al., 2013).

It is thought that housing policies that don’t consider 
communities’ diversity may perpetuate exclusion of pre-
social conditions. Nonetheless, Housing policies in Har-
ingey recognie the diversity of its population by offering 
alternative and diverse housing strategies that increase 
not only housing supply in the area but also respects 
traditions and customs in the resident’s way of living. 
The inclusion of this aspect is vital for future regenera-
tion programs in Haringey, as diversity stands as one its 
main characteristics. 

5.6.3 Adaptive tools should be selected for re-
search targeted groups

The research process highlighted the necessity for the tools 
and methods used in data collection to be adaptable and 
suitable for young participants. Furthermore, the research 
presented in this chapter was limited by the researchers’ 
bias towards the negative aspects of the students housing 
situations and believe that the way forward should be less 
guided by the researchers and more by the students them-
selves. Lastly, feedback from and communication with all 
actors, including the students, the teachers, Citizen’s UK 
and UCL could be strengthened in the future to allow clear 
and strong research and participation..

5.7 Conclusion

The current research demonstrates how the learning ca-
pabilities of The Willow students are influenced by diver-
sity, high rents and overcrowding.

High rent costs are burdening pupils. Parents are leav-
ing the students with care and household responsibilities 
while they are forced to work long hours each day, leaving 
the students little time to focus on their learning. Over-
crowding is impacting the students learning aspirations; 
a high proportion of pupils share a bedroom, which im-
pacts physical, human and financial learning assets of the 
students. The research findings presented in this chapter 
highlighted that students find it more difficult to learn at 
home because of overcrowding.

Diversity appears as a central aspect essential to develop 
open communities and foster cultural integration. Issues 
of diversity should be addressed by acknowledging the 
community’s perspective. The development plan and 
plans for future regeneration must address the complex 
entities of the community associated with differing ages, 
genders, religions, ethnicities and occupations. Therefore, 
the perspective of the community should be included in 
the development plan. 
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The limitations of the current research mean that findings 
are limited and preliminary. Future research at The Willow 
Primary School and beyond should employ participatory 
methods and more rigorous statistics analyses to further 
extrapolate the housing experience that is impacting fu-
ture generations.
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6.1 Introduction

For a dwelling to be considered an ‘adequate housing’ it 
ought to provide more than four walls and a roof; the fol-
lowing conditions must also be met: security of tenure, ac-
cess to services and infrastructure, affordability, habitability, 
accessibility, location and cultural adequacy—the right to 
express cultural traditions and identities (UN Habitat, 2014).  

However, the reality is that around a billion people do 
not have access to an adequate housing (UN Habi-
tat, 2014). Moreover, the violation of this right can also 
cause the violation of other human rights, for instance, 
the right to education.   

6.1.1 UK National Housing Policy

After WWII, the role of the State was central in delivering 
housing to its citizens and each borough rented out social 
housing at an affordable price. In 1979, the National gov-
ernment started to promote private ownership of housing 
through enabling the private sector to construct and sell 
new housing, while encouraging boroughs to sell social 
housing to private owners through the “right to buy” policy. 

From 1979 onwards there has been a drastic decrease 
in the local authorities’ supply of social housing, during 
which there has been an insufficient increase of housing 
provided by private enterprises and housing associations. 
Instead, today’s policies focus on supplying those who 
cannot access housing through the market with “Afford-
able Housing”, which is currently set at up to 80% of the 
local market value, much less “affordable” than housing 
rented from the borough (Wiles, 2014).

6.1.2 London Housing Crisis

London is currently facing pressing challenges: unaf-
fordable houses to buy or to rent, homelessness, over-
crowding and low-quality housing (Great London Au-
thority, 2015). 

The growth of speculative housing investment has 
raised the value of London’s housing stock, which has 
limited local people’s access to affordable housing. In 
2012, 46% of house buyers were people born overseas 
(Savills, 2013) and many of these houses are deliber-
ately being kept empty (Great London Authority, 2015a). 
An insufficient housing supply has also contributed to 
the housing crisis. Fewer new homes were built than in 
previous years (Great London Authority, 2015) and the 
council’s housing provision continues to be insufficient 
(Watt and Minton, 2016).

6.1.3 City of Westminster Borough 

Approximately 250,000 people live in the borough of 
Westminster, and it is estimated that the population will 
continue to increase.  Westminster’s unique geographical 
location and its good accessibility to other parts of Lon-
don have led to an increase in its housing prices (Wessex 
Economics, 2014). 

Currently, 12% of the housing stock has no permanent 
residents; 40% is privately rented and 30% is inhabited by 
owner-occupiers (Wessex Economics, 2014).

While the mayor has control over the final housing budg-
et, the City of Westminster Council has introduced a “City 
for All” plan, which will build 1,250 affordable homes over 
the next five years (Wessex Economics Ltd, 2014). How-
ever, this leaves 300 households who will not be able to 
access an affordable home (Wessex Economics, 2014).

6.1.4 City of Westminster College

City of Westminster College (CoWC) is a vocational school 
located in the borough of Westminster. CoWC provides 
education to nearly 8000 students, primarily between the 
ages of 16 to 18, but also to many mature students (City 
of Westminster College, 2017). The students come from 
Westminster and many other boroughs, such as Ealing, 
Brent, Barnet, Hounslow, Lambeth and Croydon. 
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Figure 6.1.  Number of housing completions from 1919 to 2013. Source: Department for Communities and Local 
Government

Figure 6.2.  House Price Index of City of Westminster compared to Greater London. Source: Wessex Economics, 
2014

The mission of the college is to provide outstanding edu-
cation and training to help students achieve their full po-
tential. This is achieved through the promotion of three 
central values: ambition, responsibility and respect. The 
college offers practical help and advice on issues such 
as accommodation, leaving home and emergency hous-
ing (City of Westminster College, 2017).

6.2 Methodology 

This research was conducted alongside UCL students’ 
partners, Citizens UK and the City of Westminster Col-

lege to illustrate how the housing crisis in London affects 
students’ learning experiences. The study consisted of 
six hourly sessions at the college in the space of a three-
month period. Data was collected using primary and sec-
ondary data collection methods. Figure 6.3 illustrates the 
participatory methods utilised in the research.

Primary data was collected at the college employing 
participatory research methods, such as participatory 
photography, participatory survey development, a nar-
rative task, a one-to-one interview and action planning. 
Participants in the research process included 17 students 
and one teacher—who served as an interviewee—and 
104 students who completed an online survey on Google 
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Forms. Secondary data collection instruments consisted 
of a literature review and policy analysis, provided re-
searchers a general understanding of the housing context 
in the UK, as well as an overview of how students’ learn-
ing aspirations are shaped.

The methodology was composed of diverse participa-
tory activities to allow students to express their con-
cerns on housing issues and how these may affect 
their learning aspirations. Activities started with a one 
to one interview with the teacher with the aim to obtain 
general information about the college and students. 
This was followed by participatory photography activi-
ties, which enabled students to use their cameras as 
a powerful advocacy tool and as a way of express-
ing their "photo-voice". This method was employed to 
identify the key housing issues that relate to students' 
learning aspirations.  

Then, surveys were developed in collaboration with the 
students to obtain quantitative data to complement quali-
tative data sources. Furthermore, in the narrative task, 
students were able to expand their perspectives with 
more in-depth reflections. Finally, an action plan was de-
vised by students to transform their needs and aspira-
tions into realities.

6.3 Analytical Framework

The framework underpinning this research is the ‘Ca-
pability Approach’ devised by Amartya Sen, from which 
three main concepts—functionings, capabilities and 
conversion factors—were taken into consideration for 
the research analysis. Sen suggests that everyone has 
‘functionings’ or a set of things that people actually ac-
complish to do. For students, functionings could be do-
ing their homework, sitting their exams, or applying to 
universities. On the other hand, ‘capabilities’ are defined 
as the aspirations and desires that people truly value 
and have the potential to achieve. For students, this 
may mean their potential to live meaningful lives through 
achieving their career goals or learning about their spe-
cific topics of interest. 

Moreover, the aim of social development, according to 
the Capability Approach is to provide people with the right 
conditions so that they may turn their capabilities—aspi-
rations—into functionings—achievements. To transform 
these assets into achievements they value, students need 
the right ‘conversion factors’, which can be defined as per-
sonal, social and environmental factors that play a role in 
enhancing or hindering students from using their education 
and shelter to achieve the things they value (Frediani, 2010). 

Figure 6.3.  Participatory Research Method. Source: Chapter Authors
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External factors such as the construction of the ‘Cross-
rail 2’ –that is going to connect Westminster with other 
areas of London—could result in a rise in the price and 
supply of the real estate market in the borough, thus im-
pacting on students’ choice of housing. Ultimately, stu-
dents could be forced to move further from their college, 
impacting on their learning experiences.

Furthermore, the availability of assets or opportunities 
students can access is also a critical factor that can en-
able them to achieve their functionings. Figure 6.4 illus-
trates that students may have diverse learning interest. 
While students’ and their family’s housing choice are not 
likely to have a direct effect on their learning ambitions, 
the way in which their learning attitudes are shaped is 
influenced by the abilities and opportunities they have. 
Thus, students’ achievement of these aspirations is 
strongly connected to their access to different types of 
assets such as financial—incomes and savings—physi-
cal—household environment such as space for studying 
at home—and social resources such as social network 
and friends.

From the Capability Approach perspective, the role of 
UCL students as social development practitioners was 
first to understand the relationship between students’ 
housing conditions and aspirations and secondly, to eval-
uate if their desired educational functionings are being 

constrained by their available housing assets and how. 
Lastly, it was aimed to discuss a plan of action that could 
eventually give students the freedom to choose to pur-
sue the functionings they value and increased their op-
portunity to live in a physical space that facilitates their 
capabilities to learn. In addition, this research sought to 
examine how conversion factors play a fundamental role 
in housing for students, by either increasing or limiting 
their access to opportunities and assets which they can 
utilise for achieving their learning aspirations.

6.4 Key Findings

6.4.1 Unaffordable Housing: Who Pays the Price?

Throughout this research, it was consistently found that stu-
dents and their families are struggling to afford rent. Dur-
ing the first session, one student expressed that he had 
changed house several times that year due to increasing 
rent prices, moving further and further away from the col-
lege. During the analysis of the participatory photography 
task, one student explained that he must work part-time to 
afford his rent. Similarly, in a one-to-one interview, a student 
said that he lives with his parents, but he helps them to pay 
their rent by working alongside his studies. To investigate 

Figure 6.4.  Capability Approach Framework. Source: Chapter Authors
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this further, a survey was employed to examine whether this 
was a common trend. According to survey results, it was 
found that nearly 25% of students in the research sample 
are expected to either pay for or contribute to paying for, 
rent, mortgage or household bills, as seen in Figure 6.5.

Moreover, 83% of students surveyed who are partly or 
wholly responsible for paying the rent, mortgage and bills, 
feel this situation has a negative impact on their learning 
experience. These findings demonstrate that it is not un-
common for students to be required to dedicate their time 
to earning money to help their family afford accommoda-
tion. This situation is strongly related to the housing crisis 
in London, caused mainly by the shift in housing policies—
from renting to buying—and in the delivery of housing from 
the State to the market as shown Figure 6.1. 

According to UN Habitat (2014, p. 9), “the violation of 
the right to adequate housing may affect the enjoyment 
of a wide range of other human rights and vice versa”. 
In order to secure adequate housing, students from the 
City of Westminster College have to sacrifice time, and 
this affects their learning experience. Therefore, their right 
to affordable housing is being violated and affecting their 
individual right to learn what they choose. 

Student’s lack of financial and physical assets as con-
version factors, force students to devote their time and 
energy to work to fully or partly to pay rent, thus hindering 
students’ achievement of their learning aspirations.

6.4.2 Unpacking Physical Space: Converting 
Dreams to Reality 

Space is fundamental to any activity and is not merely a 
physical dimension. According to the research presented 
in this chapter, simply having the physical space to study 
is insufficient for students to achieve their learning aspira-
tions. Survey results presented in Figure 6.6, show that 
the three most important factors that make it harder for 
students to learn are; spending too much time getting to 
school (32%), not having a quiet space at home to do 
things (30%), and not having a good sleep at night (29%).

Similarly, as shown in Figure 6.7, the three statements 
related to learning assets that students most agreed with 
were: “my home is too noisy and busy to do homework” 
(35%); “I do not have enough space to sit and do my 
homework” (29%); “my journey to school is too long” 
(28%). Thus, physical space becomes an obstacle for 
students to achieve their learning ambitions, as these are 
being influenced by the conditions of their space: noise 
levels, lack of enough space and the distance of their 
space from school, as shown in Figure 6.7.

In addition, sharing a room with others can also lead 
to a lack of private space that students may require to 
achieve the learning aspirations they really value. Sur-
vey results showed that 44% of students share their 
room with other people. Furthermore, during the par-
ticipatory photography analysis, one student referred to 

Figure 6.5.  Percentage of students who pay for, or con-
tribute to paying rent/mortgage/bills. Source: Survey data

My parent(s)/Legal Guardian(s) are fully 
responsible

My parent(s)/Legal Guardian(s) are mostly 
responsable, but I am expected to contribute

I am fully responsible for this

Spending too much time getting to school (32%)

Not having a quiet space at home to do things (30%)

Not having a good sleep at night (29%)

Not having enough space at home to do things (26%)

Not having pocket money to cover weekly costs (26%)

Not having help or assistance from family or friends (22%)

Not having enough friends living close to me (22%)

Not having a good breakfast (19%)

Having to take care of siblings or other person at home (17%)

Not having access to technology or equipment (14%)

Nor being able to visit new or interesting places (12%)

Having to frequently move to a different house or school (11%)

Not living close to people who are different from me (6%)

Not having a warm and confortable house (6%)

Not having enough access to parks or a garden (5%)

Feeling unsafe about my trip to school (3%)

75%

18.3%

Figure 6.6. Thinking about the place you live, three things 
that MAKES IT HARDER for you to learn. Source: Survey 
data 
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Figure 6.8.  Why do you Learn? Students’ Learning As-
pirations. Source: Survey data

Students agreement with the following statements: 

My home is too noisy and busy to do homework (35%)

I do not have enough space to sit and so my homework (29%)

My journey to school is too long (28%)

We have had keep moving house and it makes school difficult (16%)

Some things are broken in my home (13%)

My home is not a good place to sleep and it makes me tired (9%)

Figure 6.7. What Makes it Harder for Students to Learn? 
Source: Survey data 

Figure 6.10. A student’s room. Source: Participatory 
Photography participant.
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Figure 6.9. Stack of books on top of a desk. Source: 
Participatory Photography participant. 

the inconvenience caused by sharing a desk with her 
sister (see Figure 6.8). 

Another student mentioned, “Private space can comfort 
me”. Therefore, aspirations of being comfortable could be 
achieved by having access to a private space. Another 
student shared a picture (see Figure 6.9) that showed he 
shared a room with a friend because there is “not enough 
room in my family home”. Nevertheless, he also pointed 
out that “when exams come, sharing a room with a friend 
would be difficult” describing that a messy environment is 
not his idea of an ideal learning environment. As he is also 
responsible for paying his own rent, there is a lack of op-
portunity for him to improve his situation and have a clean 
and private space where he could study for his exams. 

In this context, space is defined as an interplay of power 
relations that can constrain the access to the resources 
needed for improving students' capabilities of learning. 
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Survey results showed that almost half of the students 
commute for more than one hour to the college, as they 
come from different boroughs. The high prices and the in-
sufficient supply of affordable housing in Westminster could 
be obstructing their opportunities to live near the college. 
Thus, the right to adequate housing, that provides a good 
location with adequate access to education, is being re-
stricted by external factors, such as failed housing policies. 

Nonetheless, is worth to highlight students’ relentless at-
titude towards the inconvenience of inadequate housing. 
Despite living far from the college, students still make an 
effort to study at the City of Westminster College.  In fact, 
40% of the students in the sample stated that they learn 
due to personal interest in the subject they are studying. 
During the one to one interview, the teacher claimed that 
“students want to come because it is a large college with 
a good online profile” as demonstrated by the college's 
good score on the 2013 OFSTED report. This dedication 
reflects students' social values, such as the importance 
they place on receiving good quality education. 

Moreover, during the focus group, one student claimed, 
“if you really want to study, you can always find a way. 
The difficulties are simply excuses”. Several students ex-
pressed similar sentiments when discussing housing is-
sues, however, this optimistic outlook can also mean a 
lack of awareness of how housing issues may be affect-
ing their ability to learn. Despite this, survey results sug-
gest that 20.2% of students feel that their housing situ-
ation is indeed making it harder for them to learn. Thus, 
the capabilities of several students who aspire to receive 
a good education from a reputable college are being hin-
dered by their housing conditions.  

6.5 Ways Forward

As a result of the problems highlighted in this chapter, it 
is belief that a plan of action is needed, as a mechanism 
for activating the gears of change. The proposed action 
is twofold. Firstly, the teacher who has been involved in 
this research has agreed to organise a weekly session, 
in which he and students from the college will be able 
to discuss the chronological history of housing policy in 
London, leading up to the current housing issues that 
the city is facing. The primary outcome of this action 
would be to raise awareness of housing issues among 
students, giving them a better understanding of the na-
ture of their causation. 

The second action proposed is to use the findings and 
actions presented in this chapter as a catalyst for arrang-
ing a meeting between UCL, City of Westminster College 
(CoWC), and Citizens UK (CUK), in which housing issues 
brought to light in this research project will be debated. It 
is hoped that both CoWC and CUK will be able to use the 

data presented in this chapter as a tool for approaching 
Westminster City Council and outlining to them the prob-
lems that their students face, to negotiate a way in which, 
together, they could use policy to tackle these issues.

6.6 Conclusion

London is a global city and world’s leading financial cen-
tre that attracts many people and investment. However, 
it is currently facing a housing crisis, which stems primar-
ily from shifts in housing policy. Former social housing is 
now privately owned, resulting in the shortage of afforda-
ble housing supply and in the increase of the cost of rent.

Through the research presented in this chapter is evident 
that unaffordability does not solely affect the quality of 
life of adults, who are usually seen as being in charge of 
household finances, but also of the students; interfering in 
the realisation of their learning aspirations. This might be 
due to students assuming the responsibility of paying the 
bills, rent, and mortgage of their household.

Furthermore, the quality of physical space is also affecting 
students’ aspirations; overcrowding and sharing space 
with others can be obstacles for students’ opportunities 
to choose to pursue their learning aspirations for the fu-
ture. Being unable to access adequate housing and edu-
cation violates student’s human rights.

It can be concluded that in addition to providing students 
with the assets needed for them to achieve their goals, it 
is essential to raise awareness of housing issues among 
young citizens, to tackle the policies that are ultimately re-
sponsible for the crisis. In future research, it may be useful 
to gain a better understanding of the actors that shape stu-
dents’ social values and how this relates to their capabilities.
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7. The Ark Academy

Middlesex University London students: 
Konstantine Tzirtziris
Claire Bohlke 
Sara Bashir

With thanks to our collaborators Paul Amuzie and 
Tamara Joseph

7.1 Introduction

One of the most important aspects in peoples’ lives is 
shelter and housing. It is the place where people retreat, 
rest, and feel safe in order to prepare to face the chal-
lenges of the world. It goes without saying that housing is 
even more crucial for children and adolescents. They are 
at an age they are being nurtured, and raised, and devel-
oping habits, but most importantly they still need protec-
tion and safety. Without these, needs can be shifted and 
priorities can be changed. It can be very difficult for them 
to focus on finding the necessary resources in order to 
succeed in life. One of these resources that can easily 
be left out is education and learning. The purpose of this 
chapter is to examine how students define learning, how 
they feel about their housing situation and how that cor-
relates to their well-being.

7.1.1 The Ark Academy

A group of four post-graduate students from Middlesex 
University worked with Citizens UK and visited the Ark 
Academy in the Borough of Brent in West Greater Lon-
don area near Wembley Park (Citizens UK, 2016; Brent 
Council, 2017). The Ark Academy is a mixed all-through 
school. It offers primary, secondary, and sixth form educa-
tion hosting students from the age of 3 to 18 years old (Ark 
Academy, 2016). The school is funded directly from the 
Department of Education.  It is in a great condition since 
it was established in 2008 and has facilities to accommo-
date students’ educational needs and extracurricular activ-
ities. With facilities, such as an indoor gymnasium, football 
fields, and basketball courts amongst others.

7.1.2 The Borough of Brent

The area of Wembley Park, according to London Met-
ropolitan Police, is a tough area with crimes against the 
person and antisocial behaviour being in the top-10 in 
the Northwestern side of London (UKCrimeStats, 2011). 
Therefore, families that live in the area have those images 
in their daily life. As a result, the standards, compared 
to other areas, were expected not to be the same. For 
example, anti-social behaviour could be surprisingly rude 

or unacceptable or even interpreted as severely violent 
for an outsider who is just visiting the area compared to 
someone whose house is around the corner and may de-
fine it as ordinary or normal.

The purpose of the study was to examine how students 
feel about their neighbourhood, house, and overall area, 
and how that impacts their life in school in terms of learn-
ing, getting good grades, and their well-being. After iden-
tifying what was potentially hindering the above, a dis-
cussion was conducted to decide what could be done in 
order to change or alter this situation, thus students could 
have a better educational experience and work toward 
the goals they set.

7.2 Methodology

7.2.1 Design

In order to have a collective and more accurate picture, 
a mixed methods approach was employed for this study 
– part qualitative and part quantitative. The University Col-
lege of London (UCL) developed a survey to collect some 
quantifiable data such as demographics. For practical 
reasons the survey was transferred onto a different plat-
form to make it more accessible to the Ark Academy stu-
dents. The survey was handed out in an electronic form 
and pupils filled it out during a session. To increase the 
size of the sample—and, therefore, more representative 
results—a snowball sampling technique was employed. 
This technique consisted pupils ‘telling a friend’ about the 
survey and pass the survey’s link on to them.

Before the survey was handed out to the students, re-
searchers established a base on which students would 
need to be informed and educated about why they were 
participating in this study. Furthermore, in order to capture 
more qualitative and it had to be examined through more 
participatory methods. Thus, the students participated in a 
weekly forum where they told their opinions about learning, 
quality of housing, well-being, and school life. Their opin-
ions were collectively reported and used in conjunction with 
the surveys in order to fill in some gaps and discrepancies.
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The last tool that was used for this project was participa-
tory photography with captions, descriptions and opin-
ions by the photo-takers—the students. An informed 
consent was signed by the parents or guardians taking 
into consideration that the pupils were under the age of 
18 and they could not independently make the decision 
of disclosing the inside of their house. The photos re-
mained anonymous, and they were all collected by the li-
aison person of Citizens UK at the Ark Academy. Some of 
the photographs, on an anonymous basis, were brought 
up in the sessions and were also discussed by comparing 
students’ opinions.

7.2.2 Participants

The survey participants constituted a convenience sample 
for the most part given the fact that students used their 
classes or classrooms near the room the sessions were held 
in order to hand out the surveys. In addition, snowball sam-
pling, a non-probability sampling method, was employed; 
it consisted of students referring to their closest peers to 
take the survey and thus acquire more data. A considerable 
number of students that took the survey this way.

The number of pupils who participated in the participatory 
photography exercise were less. A convenience sampling 
technique was implemented once again in order to collect 
data. However, the application of snowball sampling did 
not have the same turnout as it was expected. Fewer pic-
tures, compared to the number of surveys, were collected, 
but they were enough to reflect a general idea of students’ 
housing. The main participants were the students in the 
sessions and members of the student association.

The teaching sessions and discussions were held in a meet-
ing room at the Ark Academy. Only members of the student 
association participated, and their responsibility was to in-
form the rest of the students, their classmates, of what was 
discussed in those meetings. The population was mixed 
in terms of age and gender.  There were students from 
all years, including sixth-formers. The participation of the 
pupils was consistent every week, only some occasional 
absences and minor changes on students occurred when 
pupils had to attend a class or a different activity.

7.3 Key Findings

The first step through the process was to get the students 
engaged into a conversation and create a space where 
students felt they were in a safe place where there were 
no right or wrong answers and no judgement. The first 
question was to define learning in general. After a brain-
storming session, the answers started to converge into a 
common theme, acquiring more information. In their own 
words—without using any professional jargon—they all 

agreed that learning is the acquisition of new information 
through teaching.

It is evident that the process of learning requires some 
mental activity and a certain state of mind in order to be 
achieved in the best possible way. That state of mind can 
be disturbed in multiple ways. Since researchers intro-
duced themselves and the purpose of the study, it was 
already hinted that the aim of the research was to exam-
ine the quality of housing, and how that impacts students’ 
learning. So, it was no surprising that it was mentioned 
that living conditions can boost or hinder learning. So, 
that was our hint to move on to the subject.

Learning can, of course, be achieved through various 
channels. School, peers, family are some of those chan-
nels. For children at the age between 6 and 18, school 
is the major factor for learning. However, students them-
selves might not see it this way. Thus, the purpose of 
them coming to school was discussed. The answers 
received during the discussion sessions were mostly “to 
learn new things”. However, the survey showed that the 
main reason was to get good grades. When results were 
discussed with the students, they explained that good 
grades can lead to a better job and subsequently to a 
better life. So, learning was not about the acquisition of 
new information per se, but for a more practical reason. 
Most students expressed that they do not see the impor-
tance of learning something new if they end up getting a 
bad mark. Thus, the purpose of coming to school was 
obtaining good grades.

What is stated above is something that needs to be taken 
into consideration by teachers and headmasters; even 
governments. At that young age, learning does not seem 
to be appealing to students if it is not accompanied by the 
respective grades and recognition of their effort. Thus, a 
flexible, interactive reward system should be put in place 
to keep students engaged with the process of learning.

Most students at the Ark Academy answered that the 
place they do most of their studying is their home. It is 
where they prepare for the next day, get homework done, 
and where they review materials taught. When they got 
to answer questions about the levels of noise inside the 
house or the neighbourhood, or likewise, how quiet their 
place is for them to relax, the answers on the survey con-
tradicted what they said in the sessions. This feedback 
led to holding a discussion to define the students’ judge-
ment standards. From data extracted from the survey, 
about 70% of the students surveyed live very close to 
the school, according to the Metropolitan Police (2016) 
the Wembley Park areas is a tumultuous neighbourhood 
and people who lived there for their whole life might have 
internalised the conditions of their environments.

During a session at the Ark Academy, on a loud day with 
a lot of sirens and outside roar, students compared those 
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conditions to what they defined as ‘not noisy’ on the sur-
vey, describing the conditions as quiet. Thus, what they 
answered as ‘not too bad’ needs further examination us-
ing more standardised criteria.

During conversations in the teaching sessions, it was 
mentioned extensively by the students that their house is 
not a bad place to be, but walking around their neighbour-
hood it is not exactly easy. When students were asked to 
elaborate on this statement and describe in more details, 
they referred to the people in the streets and their behav-
iour. That ties with the anti-social behaviour reports by the 
Metro Police mentioned above. Students said that they 
are often harassed or talked to by strangers. It was also 
remarkable that a few students very casually mentioned 
the fact that they were attacked by people on the street 
either trying to solicit money or sell drugs.

Likewise, and particularly for students who live in apart-
ment complexes or shared living facilities, it was noticed 
once again that the house was in good condition as well 
as the front door, but the main door of the building was 

broken and there were strangers inside the communal ar-
eas of the building. Those strangers either harassed the 
residents or engaged in loud, distractive activities such 
scuffles or fights. 

A student who particularly insisted on strangers having 
access to the building took a picture from a window in 
the house (See Figure 7.1), and a picture of his room (See 
Figure 7.2) to show the contrast between the two. He 
said that there are too many residents, too many visitors 
and no security at the main doors.

A key finding of the research presented in this chapter 
was that the survey results, in some instances, contra-
dicted what students said during the qualitative sessions. 
In those sessions, researchers insisted and examined 
what students said to avoid feeding into a fabricated story 
or an exaggeration. Pupils appeared to point out certain 
things about outside noise, family being too loud distract-
ing them from studying amongst others, but the results of 
the survey did not reflect the reality or at least the verbal 
statements. As shown in Figure 7.3.

Figure 7.1. A glance of my neighbourhood from a win-
dow. Source: Participatory photography participant. 

Figure 7.2. A picture of my room. Source: Participatory 
Photography participant

Figure 7.3. Survey results. Source: Chapter Authors
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7.4 Ways Forward

Through conversations with the students of the Ark 
Academy, a school located in a rough area, one can see 
that there are indeed indications of the influence of hous-
ing conditions (and the external environment in which 
pupils live their everyday life) on their capacity to learn. 
Valuable insights and connections between housing 
conditions and learning need to be further investigated. 
The people that know the students better such as their 
teachers, must be active in identifying potential underly-
ing issues linked to students’ housing conditions. There 
must be a closer eye kept on students with bad grades 
or fluctuation in their performance.

Local councils and boroughs should be informed in or-
der to, at least, improve the general condition of build-
ings with busted locks or front doors, people squatting 
in empty nearby buildings and go after loitering. Sim-
ple things such as improvement on CCTV and signage, 
which the area seems to be lacking, can deter potential 
buglers from engaging in criminal acts. Tangible and ob-
jective evidence based on the variables stated above 
should be recorded in order to focus on increasing se-
curity on specific streets or neighbourhoods.

Internal actions can be taken by the schools them-
selves. Consistent and specific surveys, expanding on 
the evidence and experience presented in this chapter, 
should be conducted more frequently to monitor and 
keep track of students’ opinions and personal experi-
ences. Such surveys can be produced by projects like 
the pilot project in which this research is based on, and 
developed by the school in order to compile data in a 
more systematic way. Landlord taskforce and councils 
can use this data to properly investigate housing in the 
school district.

7.5 Conclusion

The Ark Academy is an outstanding school. Facilities 
meet all the needs and requirements of a student. It is 
well fenced and secluded to prevent contact with un-
wanted individuals from the area, providing safety within 
the school. It also provides a good learning environment 
for the students with study halls, a library and computer 
labs. It has its own greenery and fields for sports including 
an indoor gymnasium. According to GOV.UK (2015) fund-
ing comes directly from the Department of Education, 
thus, overall the conditions in the school promote learn-
ing. Hence, future research could focus on how housing 
impacts learning of school children.

As mentioned before this is a pilot study that aims to 
collect evidence about the impact of housing on learn-
ing as well as how to examine this very fact and its im-

plications in the future. The quantifiable data gave us in-
conclusive results while participatory photography was 
difficult to be implemented to its full extent due to low 
responsiveness by the students. This may not sound 
ideal, but it provides data to redesign the study better 
(see limitations below). 

Nonetheless, relevant information was captured through 
the survey and some of the photographs submitted by 
students, then later these were complemented through 
conversations in the teaching sessions and draw some 
conclusions. Hence, the results presented here are em-
pirical and they show that poor housing, as well as poor 
neighbourhoods, do, indeed, negatively impact learning. 
It happens in a subliminal way distorting students’ objec-
tivity and images about what normal conditions are. Of 
course, they redefine normal, but that does not change 
the fact that their mind is distracted even ever so slightly. 
Furthermore, the same goes for other members of the 
family, and as a result, they deprioritize studying altogeth-
er (Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2010).

To continue with some of the limitation of this pilot study, 
which can serve for future research, there should be a 
standard curriculum for the teaching sessions with stand-
ard material in order to probe into the heart of the issue. 
There was a lot of pondering throughout the sessions 
consuming valuable time which could be used for fur-
ther discussions. Findings sometimes were contradictory, 
likewise, a redefined survey must be put together in order 
to come to conclusions and then reinforce those results 
with the qualitative sessions.

Overall, Ark Academy pupils identify that housing issues 
were hindering their learning. An outline can be drawn and 
future studies born from this pilot project must be conduct-
ed to get a more representative picture of how poor hous-
ing affects, not only learning but also students’ wellbeing.

7.5.1 Impact of the research on Ark Academy

Paul Amuzie, the organiser for Ark Academy, stated that this 
year 22 students from Ark academy engaged in the Hous-
ing report. Working with 15 key stage 3 and 7 key stage 4 
and higher students they ran a successful "action". As an 
organiser and facilitator of this team's work, he described 
that “I was facing a challenge: how could this school follow 
up on all the positive energy after the Housing campaign 
leading up to the London Mayoral Assembly at the Cop-
perbox?  However, this was a fantastic way of doing so”

The project brought in Middlesex students that the pupils 
could look up to and learn from. This proved so important 
in engaging the students and helping them to think pro-
fessionally in their approach to the research. As well as 
upskilling the team they also engaged over 300 students 
in the questionnaires. 
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However, with all good community organising research 
and "listening" leads to action. Middlesex students during 
the research project uncovered a stark issue with how 
many Ark Academy students that felt they found it hard to 
work at home and study also happened to not have any 
desk space to revise or do homework. Since the project 
pupils have engaged their school and Brent Council in a 
campaign to provide desks for those that have space but 
need one.

Sammy, year 9, said, "We would never have known so 
many of our peers were struggling with this. We are going 
to start a campaign and I hope we win."
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8.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to present an accurate picture 
of the way the research was conducted, its aims, objec-
tives and outcome, including the findings and action plan.  

The core reason why this research was conducted in 
the UK, and especially in London, is because of the cur-
rent housing crisis; Londoners struggle to afford to buy 
a house or to accommodate in their rented or council 
homes. Furthermore, shortages in the number of houses 
available for Londoners, particularly in the social hous-
ing sector, disproportionally impact the poorest sectors 
of the society. It is estimated that more than 25% of all 
social housing stock in the borough does not meet the 
minimum standards defined by the Government’s Decent 
Homes Programme (Molloy, 2013).

Around 1,500 tenants are living in overcrowded condi-
tions even though 2,000 social housing homes remain 
empty in Hackney. Nearly 500 tenants are on a wait-
ing list for Hackney Council’s housing allocation, in the 
meantime families are forced to live in cramped one-or-
two bed private housing (Crook, 2014). On the other 
hand, almost 1,200 tenants are in the same situation, 
but in overcrowded one and two-bed social housing. 
These figures have led to criticism towards the gov-
ernment’s inaction on rent control and housing policy. 
Currently, the Hackney Council owns 44% of the 2,000 
empty properties’ (ibid).

However, the private housing sector also needs attention, 
a more rigorous supervision of landlords is necessary 
since they have failed to provide decent accommodation 
for their tenants. Moreover, Londoners' purchasing power 
to buy or rent a house has dropped dramatically, this due 
to high market prices and the lack of affordable options. 
The market prices have also increased due to higher de-
mand for housing, therefore the government must find 
solutions in building more homes for their citizens.

This research project was conducted in collaboration with 
UCL, Citizens UK, three students from the Middlesex 
University and 28 pupils from The Cardinal Pole Catholic 
School. The research plan was given to the Middlesex 
University students who applied the methodology and 

followed the aims proposed by UCL. The chosen meth-
odology was applied in meetings with The Cardinal Pole 
Catholic School’s students, aged between 10 and 17.

Following UCL's distinctive approach to research, educa-
tion and innovation to address the great challenges fac-
ing the world—bringing health, culture, policy, business 
and beyond—the decided to conduct research on hous-
ing conditions and how these influence student’s ability 
to learn, through the experiences and perspectives of 
school students (UCL, 2017).

Citizens UK is an organisation that coordinates com-
munities to act together for power, social justice and the 
common good, being the home of community organis-
ing in the UK, with diverse civil society alliances in Lon-
don, Milton Keynes, Nottingham, Birmingham, Wales and 
Leeds. Citizens UK develops the leadership capacity of 
their members so they can engage with politicians and 
other decision-makers on the issues that matter to them 
(Citizens UK, 2017a). Therefore, they are looking at what 
the community needs and how they can support them. 
For example, when the Olympic bid team wanted to bring 
the Olympic Games to London and sought support from 
communities, Citizens UK supported negotiations to en-
sure that decisions would bring benefits for local people, 
including a legacy of genuinely affordable homes through 
a Community Land Trust (Citizens UK, 2017b)

The Cardinal Pole Catholic School, according to its ‘mis-
sion statements’, is a learning community for all, based 
on partnership and respect, a strong and vibrant place 
which recognises the importance of individual needs and 
encouraging the creation of an appropriate learning cli-
mate (Cardinal Pole Catholic School, 2015). The school 
is located in the borough of Hackney (see Figure 8.1). 
Hackney Wick, located in the borough, is host to one of 
the largest communities of working artists in Europe and 
contains one-third of the Olympic Park. Hackney Cen-
tral is well connected to central London with the exten-
sion of the East London Line, linking the borough to the 
Overground and Tube networks. Its cultural offer, which 
includes theatre and live music at Hackney Empire, con-
tinued to grow at the end of 2011 with the opening of 
the Hackney Picture House and event space. And over 
£5million was also secured to make further improve-
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ments to the Town Centre and develop a fashion hub set 
to attract overseas visitors and London fashionistas alike 
(Hackney, 2012).

8.2 Methodology

The methodology employed in this research required the 
use of diverse methods, including four focus meetings—
prepared beforehand—with structured questions that 
could allow capturing relevant information. For the collec-
tion of quantitative and qualitative data, various methods 
were employed, including:

8.2.1 Direct discussions/interview with the stu-
dents

Through the employment of direct discussions and inter-
views with the students, researchers could get to gain 
students’ confidence, creating a space where they felt 
comfortable to speak about themselves and allowing re-
search to ask questions to the entire group, as well as to 
individuals. Students were briefed about the aim of the 
research project, which was to analyse how housing af-
fects the learning capabilities of students. 

To ensure students understood the researchers’ per-
spective, learning outcomes were defined as spiritual, 

moral, cultural, mental and physical and these can be 
achieved by all, but achieving these can be influenced by 
the student’s housing profiles (i.e. council tenant, home-
owner, private tenant or temporary occupier). The term 
“asset” and “learning asset” was also defined as a means 
to achieving valued learning, and how in this context, the 
access to assets can affect the student’s opportunities 
and abilities to learn.

Students were asked individually: why they think they come 
to school, why education will help them, what do they 
dream of becoming and how education will help them to 
achieve the life they dream of.  All students confirmed that 
they come to school to learn and to get into good schools, 
so in the future, they can get good jobs and have a ‘big 
house’ and a ‘nice car’, as well as to help their families.

8.2.2 Personal Narrative Task

The narrative task method offered the students the op-
portunity to be on their own, only having a paper where 
to put their thoughts down, without feeling pressured or 
being judged for their opinions by other students and re-
searchers.

Students were briefed about what the task involved and 
that they should express solely their opinion regarding 
how housing conditions can affect their learning abilities 
and outcomes; students were encouraged that if they did 

Figure 8.1. Map of the Borough of Hackney. Source: Chapter Author based on Google Maps (2017)
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not have a personal experience on this, to think about 
somebody they knew, who might have experienced dif-
ficult times living in poor housing conditions and having to 
study at the same time. Not surprisingly, all of them they 
came with people in mind, including cases where they 
had to host friends as they had been evacuated by the 
landlord, or the house had serious mould problems to the 
point where living conditions were unbearable and land-
lords failed to help. Other students, talked about friends 
who have witnessed substance abuse and withdrawal 
symptoms and how this prevented them from getting a 
good night sleep leaving them tired and unable to focus 
at school. Likewise, students expressed how sometimes 
they need to wait for long periods after school for their 
parents to pick them up, as they are not safe to travel by 
themselves to their homes due to the insecure environ-
ment around their houses.

8.2.3 Participatory Photography task

Participatory photography was employed as a method with 
the aim of collecting precise evidence of how bad housing 
conditions look like, however, students felt uncomfortable 
to expose such private details. Guidance on the contents 
of pictures advised students to not include any person, 
picture or hint that can give clues to who the house was 
and asked for pictures to be sent to a designated email 
address, from where they could be extracted. However, 
to overcome the situation, already published pictures in 
media were utilised and discussed with pupils. Most of 
the pictures showed houses with problems of mould and 
damp or that exemplified overcrowded conditions. 

8.2.4 Survey analysis

The last research method used was the online survey, 
which was conducted by Cardinal Pole Catholic stu-
dents, but also, they have invited other colleagues and 
friends to take part in the survey. Students were advised 
that this survey should be taken unbiased and that all the 
information gathered collectively by researchers and pu-
pils until that stage in the methodology would help them 
to answer the questions. The questions were designated 
to create a student profile, his/her aspirations on learning 
and access to learning assets.

8.3 Findings 

Conducting one-to-one and group interviews offered stu-
dents the chance to hear others’ opinions and then inter-
actively and more confidently, expose their own opinion. 
By interviewing students individually, it was possible to 
identify what students consider as factors that can affect 
their learning capabilities and outcomes:

• Overcrowded houses
• Noise
• Looking after younger siblings, as parents are at 

work or affected by stress and sick at home
• Wasting time taking younger siblings to/from 

school, as parents need to go to work early or 
come home from work too late

• Parents having three jobs at the time each
• Not very friendly neighbours where they live, mak-

ing them feel unhappy
• Poor housing conditions, such as mould, causing 

health problems, therefore, off sick from school
• Lack of space in the house, so they cannot have an 

office, where they can study
• Some students reasoned that the schools or teach-

ers sometimes push them to be very good or to 
do certain things, without thinking that they don’t 
have access to certain resources—such as private 
space to study in their house—and this makes 
them feel inferiors to others.

The survey collected 121 responses and revealed the fol-
lowing information:

• 55.5% participants were male, 43.7% females, 
while 0.8% preferred not to say

• 45% off participants rent their home from the Coun-
cil or Housing Association, 36% own the home, 
8.1% living in temporary accommodation, and 
5.4% renting from a private landlord or other types 
of accommodation; this information shows that 
more than half, 53.1% are living with Government’s 
help and they might be the most affected by con-
sequences of bad housing outlined in Annex 1. On 
the other hand, 64% of students’ parents do not 
own their home.

• 84.9% of the students live at a fair distance from 
their school, taking them up to 30 minutes to get 
to school. However, there are 12.6% who travel 
between 30 minutes and one hour and 0.8% trav-
elling between 1hour and 1hour and 30 minutes, 
0.8% travelling from 1 hour and 30 minutes to 2 
hours and 0.8% travelling more than 2 hours to get 
to school.

• A vast majority of students think that coming to 
school will get them a good job, 77.3% of them, 
as well as getting into a good university, while 21% 
say they come to school to stand up for their own 
and others rights, 17.6% to make friends, 11.8% 
to change things, 8.4% to help others and 9.2% 
represent other reasons

• 67.2% of students think that their home is not noisy 
and busy to stop them from doing their homework, 
while 20.7% don’t care about this and 12.1% say 
their house is too noisy and busy

• 76.7% of students say that they have enough 
space to sit and do their homework, while 12.1% 
don’t and 11.2% don’t mind it

• Only 4.3% of students say that the journey to 
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school is too long, while 19.8% don’t mind and 
75.9% confirm living quite close

• 86.3% of students interviewed don’t have broken 
things in their house and only 4.3% have, while 
9.4% don’t mind it

• 7% of students had to move homes often, this 
making studying difficult, for 6.1% does not matter 
and 89.6% did not have this problem

• 49.2% of students think that getting help or as-
sistance from family or friends help the most to 

learn, 22% think that living close to their friends 
and 6.8% say that spending time with people dif-
ferent from them help them to learn

• Most students say that not having their friends living 
close to them affects their ability to learn (37.2%), 
25.5% are affected by having to take care of sib-
lings or another person at home, the similar per-
centage by not having a quiet place at home or not 
enough space. 20.2 % of students think that they 
spend too much time travelling to school and this 
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Table 8.1. Interpretation of narrative task: factors of housing condition that adversely affects learning capabilities. 
Source: Chapter Authors.

Note: Total students in the focus group: 28; Total student that undertook the narrative task: 26; Total absent: 2
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makes it harder to learn
• As an overview, 66.7% of students think that their 

housing situation does not make it harder for them 
to learn, while 3.6% believe the opposite.

Through the analysis and summary of all the student’s nar-
ratives and the main subject they have written about fac-
tors of housing, condition was ranked based on how these 
adversely affected students’ learning capabilities. Table 
8.1 presents the results. The highest ranked issue was 
dampness of the building, followed by noise and space. 
Students also strongly believed that the Government and 
the Local Council do not challenge housing issues.

Figure 8.2 presents a picture of a whiteboard of the room 
where a meeting was held on it, facilitators wrote the con-
sequences of bad housing raised by students, for each 
of them there is an associated number of students who 
named them. From this, we can see that travel to school, 
neighbourhood and anxiety and depression are predomi-
nant among pupils.

8.4 Conclusion

Overcrowding is the most pressing issue in the hous-
ing sector, the current demand for social housing is the 
highest seen in 20 years, but government actions do not 
match the scale of the challenge. As a response, the min-
ister allocated to Hackney £36,740 to solve the housing 
demand, nonetheless, this might not prove significant to 
the challenge.

The housing research project presented in this chapter 
represents the concerns of London citizens and aims to 
foster the production of academic work by institutions 
and organisations from the UK on pressing issues such as 
how young students cope with the current housing situa-
tion and how this affects their ability to learn.

Through the conveyance of  focused meetings, where the 
Middlesex Students met the participants students from The 
Cardinal Pole Catholic School and applied research meth-
ods in order to collect relevant and substantial information, 
it was revealed that most students don’t think their learning 
abilities are affected by their living conditions, nonetheless, 
through the in-depth analysis of interview’s excerpt and di-
rect discussions, most of the students expressed that the 
poor housing conditions do influence students’ access to 
valued learning, and therefore it affects their future and re-
duces their chances to pursue their goals. Generally, stu-
dents believe that the government is doing little to under-
stand them and to help them cope with their housing issues.

Further work could focus on meeting with the school 
representatives, to understand in more depth how they 
approach the housing issues and their awareness on 

which students’ might be restricted from using their 
learning potential. This new focus could also improve the 
evidence of housing issues in the Hackney area—where 
the participant school is located. Discussing the findings 
presented in this chapter with a council representative 
could also be sought in order to learn which actions are 
being taken. For future researchers, it is advised to work 
with smaller groups of students; Middlesex students 
identified that dividing students into smaller groups al-
lowed the students to feel more comfortable to express 
and share their thoughts. 

8.4.1 Impact of the research on Cardinal Pole 
Catholic School

Caitlin Burbridge, the organiser for Cardinal Pole, ex-
pressed that the housing research has provided an ex-
cellent basis upon which the students in the school have 
been able to develop concrete focused and effective ac-
tion. Having identified that conditions in properties were a 
major barrier to educational outcomes, the students fur-
thered the depth of their research to discover that many of 
the problems were a result of poor and unregulated land-
lords in both the private and public sector. 

Figure 8.2. Opinions expressed by students about the 
consequences of bad housing. Source: Chapter Authors.
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Cardinal Pole Catholic School students have then worked 
with other members of Hackney Citizens to identify case 
studies and stories of poor landlords across the borough. 
Further research identified that not only this is a problem 
in Hackney, but also that Hackney is the only East Lon-
don borough to have a form of landlord licensing scheme. 
Without licensing, there are few powers or even resources 
that can be applied to tackling this important issue.

The pupils have started to take action. They have devel-
oped assemblies and petitions for the whole school, as 
well as encouraged those affected by the issue in other 
institutions to also gather support for a landlord licensing 
scheme. The students have currently gathered over 600 
signatures of support for Hackney to get a landlord licens-
ing scheme which they will combine with those from other 
Citizens UK member institutions in Hackney. 

Furthermore, they are also preparing a public action with 
tents in an iconic public location where they will deliver their 
petition to significant council leads for housing and call for 
Hackney to implement a landlord licensing scheme, not only 
to create important landlord standards, but also to generate 
income to employ a local landlord standards enforcement 
team. The students have grown significantly in confidence, 
and are working hard to turn the stories they have unearthed 
into powerful action for the common good in Hackney.
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9.1 Introduction

In his election manifesto the now Mayor of London, Sadiq 
Khan, stated that “the housing crisis is the single biggest 
barrier to prosperity, growth and fairness facing London-
ers today.” (Khan,2016). Housing in London is such a 
major concern that it was the biggest issue during the 
election campaign, which was called a ‘referendum on 
housing’ by both major candidates (EAT,2016). But it isn’t 
until a person lives in London and speaks to citizens that 
the full implications of this issue become clear. 

This chapter presents an action research conducted in 
Autumn 2016 as part of the practice module of the MSc 
Social Development Practice. For this project, the Bartlett 
Development Planning Unit of University College London 
(UCL) partnered with Citizens UK to conduct a pilot study 
at a local Sixth Form College to understand the connec-
tions between poor housing and educational attainment. 

Our researchers composed by five UCL students partnered 
with pupil ages 16-19 year from City and Islington Sixth 
Form College (CANDI), supported by Daniel Lawrence, a 
Politics Teacher and activist. The study aimed to discover 
the extent to which the housing situation of the students 
affected their learning. The research was conducted over 
a period of three months, employed diverse methods in-
cluding, workshops, participatory photography, a survey, 
lectures and group discussions (for the UCL students), and 
a final poster presentation at UCL. The UCL team worked 
with the CANDI students to ensure the research targeted 
the issues that they considered as priorities. This research 
also served as the pilot for a larger investigation lead by 
Citizens UK to test the hypothesis that poor housing af-
fects significantly on educational attainment. The research 
presented in this chapter provides both the findings and 
recommendations for future research.

9.1.1 The City and Islington College and the Bor-
ough of Islington

CANDI has approximately 13,000 students across 5 
campuses located mainly in the Borough of Islington al-

though students attend the college from across London. 
This research was conducted with the A level students on 
the Sixth Form campus the Borough of Islington

Islington is one of the most densely populated and ex-
pensive places to live in London. Like most London Bor-
oughs, the juxtaposition between large expensive town-
houses and overcrowded social housing is apparent on 
almost every corner. With almost 140 residents per hec-
tare, Islington’s high population density reflects the short-
age of accommodation and land; small household size; 
and the popularity of the area, with a significantly high 
proportion of flats—rather than houses—in the borough 
often occupied by—relatively—affluent singles. The area 
contains some of the most deprived wards in the UK, 
while also exhibiting some of the highest house prices. 
This results in a shortage of good quality and genuine-
ly affordable housing and a significant unmet housing 
needs. Furthermore, Islington has seen an 85% increase 
in the size of the private rented sector in the last 10 years. 
The average rental in the borough is above the London 
average (Housing Strategy 2014-2019, Islington Council). 

Figure 9.1. Ethnic Diversity in Islington. Source: Islington 
Council (2015).

Islington residents by ethnicity, 2011 compared to 2001
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The average price of an Islington house is now £859,175 
(Islington Gazette, 2017), while the average salary is just 
£35,353 (Metro,2015).

Islington is a very diverse borough, with a large migrant 
population. The Race Equality Foundation has studied 
how ethnicity intersects with housing need and found that 
Black African Households are 75% more likely to experi-
ence housing deprivation than White British Households, 
Bangladeshi households 63% more likely, and recent mi-
grants are more likely to experience housing deprivation 
than those born here (Noronha, 2015).

The housing crisis is broader than the borough—although 
exacerbated within it due the high house prices. In Lon-
don, overall, during the year 2014-15, former Mayor, 
Boris Johnson, was only building 13% of affordable ac-
commodation—by the old definition of 80% of the market 
cost. Sadiq Khan, London’s current mayor, has vowed 
to change this, committing to build 90,000 new homes 
under a new definition of affordability (which relates to av-
erage wages); established a new living rent scheme and 
social letting agency; and consider the possibility of com-
munity land trusts, this supported by Citizens UK).  

9.1.2 Housing and Educational Attainment in the 
Borough of Islington

A report published by the Scottish Government in 2010 
reviewed the literature on the relationship between hous-
ing, neighbourhoods and schools and found that “neither 
housing nor education operates in discrete ways, and each 
is affected by a range of other cross-cutting areas such 
as health, transport, (and) employment” (Scottish Govern-
ment, 2010). This study sought to test the hypothesis that 
“neighbourhoods and housing characteristics can impact 
on educational development and outcomes” (Ibid). It also 
suggested that overcrowding and homelessness impact, 
particularly negatively, on boys more greatly than girls (ibid).

Similarly, the National Union of Teachers (NUT) fact sheet 
on Child Poverty states that “the academic literature is 
very clear, differences in the social background of pupils 
are the primary factors causing inequality in educational 
outcomes” (NUT, 2017). The NUT argues that over focus-
ing on the impact of teaching, schools and assets can 
miss the vital impact that home life and background can 
have on students’ abilities to learn (Ibid).

9.2 Methodology 

A diversity of methods was employed in this research 
including one-to-one conversations, focus groups, par-
ticipatory photography, and a survey, this with the aim 
of collecting both qualitative and quantitative data. As 

a first step, a one-to-one meet was accord with Daniel 
Lawrence, a teacher who took part in last year’s action 
research to gain insight into the challenges encountered 
by UCL students.

Furthermore, workshops were held weekly with the CAN-
DI students. During the second week, the participatory 
photography method was introduced, students were 
asked to take photos of their houses and neighbour-
hoods and share the stories behind them. 

The collection of data was an iterative process as trust 
was built with the CANDI group. After the first two work-
shops and literature review, a fundamental understanding 
of the relationship between housing and students’ learn-
ing aspirations was formed. During the third workshop, 
collective interviews were conducted with the supporting 
teacher and the pupils.

At the fourth workshop, questions for the survey were 
shared and discussed with the group, the final version of 
these was agreed collectively. In total, 160 students an-
swered the survey; this quantitative method was utilised 
to enhance and query the qualitative evidence we had 
already gathered. 

Initially, the research methodology included performing a 
narrative task. However, due to logistic challenges, the 
method could not be employed. However, it was replaced 
with an action workshop conducted in collaboration with 
Citizens UK, where an action plan was designed collective-
ly. This fitted more clearly with what the students identified 
as priorities, captured in their narratives through interviews, 
participatory photography and group discussion.

9.3 Analytical framework

The Capability Approach (CA) developed by Amartya Sen 
(1999) served as the analytical framework of this study. 
Sen claims that the development process should be 
about broadening people’s choices and expanding their 
capabilities to achieve the things they value (Ibid). The CA 
is regarded as “an attempt to develop a broad normative 
framework for the evaluation of individual wellbeing and 
social arrangements” (Alexandre, 2010: 178). Goerne 
(2010) describes five conceptual building block to the ap-
proach: commodities, conversion factors, capability set, 
choices and functionings. The CA allowed researchers to 
assess the link between the housing issues and students’ 
learning aspiration. 

By employing this framework for analysis, it was possi-
ble to identify what students valued from their education 
such as getting into a good university and getting a good 
job and to test the assumption that housing issues can 
impact students’ learning outcomes, both positively and 
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negatively. Below, key themes identify through the analy-
sis are described

9.3.1 Housing profiles

Housing profiles are often considered as the result of fam-
ilies own ‘choices’, nonetheless, many scholars indicate 
that these choices often respond to internal limitations, 
meaning that people who live in conditions of deprivation 
often had to adjust their aspirations downwards (Nuss-
baum 2001; Teschl & Comim 2005). House profiles were 
divided into four types: homeowner, private tenant, coun-
cil tenant and temporary occupier. Each of them has both 
strengths and weaknesses.

9.3.2 Learning assets

These are considered part of the ‘capability set’ which 
includes an individual’s capabilities. For this study, the 
capability set was defined as the ‘access to learning 
assets,’ and these can be influenced by the housing 
profiles. A feature of the CA is its multi-dimensional 
analysis, thus, learning assets were classified as hu-

man, physical, financial, social, natural, political per-
spectives.

9.3.3 Learning outcomes

These are related to ‘learning aspirations’, they can be de-
fined as the future achievements students aspire to, what 
motivates them to prioritise learning and ultimately what 
they want to get from College. As described by Sen (2005), 
a functioning is an achievement of a person. For this study, 
learning aspirations not only took into account students’ 
opinions but also consider the wider context they are set 
in: spiritual, moral, cultural and social, mental, physical, in 
order to understand what students value the most.

9.3.4 Structural drivers

In Goerne’s classification, structural drivers can be classi-
fied as ‘conversion factors’, thus the “personal, environ-
mental and social conditions of each individual existence” 
could help an individual convert ‘capabilities’ into ‘func-
tionings’ (Goerne, 2010: 8). These drivers can be ecologi-
cal, economic, social and political.

Figure 9.2. (Right) A light full of water where a leak had caused damage. (Left) The family used pans to catch the drips. 
Source: Participatory Photography participants.
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Figure 9.3. From your front door to the school gate, how long is your trip to school? Source: Survey data
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9.3.5 Connection between house profiles and 
learning outcomes

In order to establish the connection between housing 
profiles and learning outcomes, methods of participatory 
photography and focus groups were employed to evalu-
ate students’ choices, capability assets, and function-
ings, in conjunction with a desk research and literature 
review to identify the structural drives.

9.4 Key findings

Below we present the key findings of this research.

9.4.1 House conditions

The students clearly identified a link between housing con-
ditions and education. Figure 9.2, shows a lamp filled with 
water and many containers, the picture was taken by a par-
ticipatory photography participant. The student explained: 
“There are four flats in my building. One of them had flooded 
and we were not informed about it. They tried to cover it up, 
but soon the ceiling in the other 3 flats began to fall in. Dirty 
water was coming through our lights. Thankfully, the land-
lords of different flats were really helpful. We got our electric-
ity back after a couple of fire alarm alerts and blackout for 
one day.” In addition, she also described that she and her 
family had to clean the dirty water in the middle of the night, 
which affected her studies because she could not get a 
good night’s sleep and thus was late to class the following 
day. This is a clear example of how houses’ poor conditions 
can negatively affect students’ learning outcomes.

9.4.2 Distance to school

Some students commute for long hours to school, which 
can be a problem. In our survey, more than half of the stu-
dents (52%) spend between 30 minutes to an hour trav-
elling to college, but 23% of students travelled for more 
than an hour, with 3% travelling for more than 90 minutes 
(see Figure 9.3). In addition, 33,8% of students surveyed 
think that spending too much time getting to school is the 
top two things that make it harder for them to learn (see 
Figure 9.3). However, CANDI was seen as a good col-
lege, with an excellent student experience and a strong 
stance on diversity which attracted students from all over 
London. This was noted as one of the core reasons why 
some students accept the longer journey. 

9.4.3 Technology

Access to technology was the issues most valued by 
students, as it is necessary for studying. For those who 
did not have access to computers or software, the use 
of the library after class was important to them. In our 
survey, the statistics show that there were 63.5% stu-
dents that belief having access to technology or equip-
ment in their homes would help them learn (see Figure 
9.5). During focus groups, students highlighted that they 
have some troubles using the laptops in the school li-
brary as the opening times makes it inconvenient for 
them to reach the printers after class. During the par-
ticipatory photography sessions, one student shared 
a picture of a temporary library around him as libraries 
are closing in London (see Figure 9.6). Equipment and 
places to study where clearly identify as essential physi-
cal assets for students to learn.

23.1%

51.9%

21.9%
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Figure 9.4. Thinking about the place you live, what are the top 3 things that make it harder for you to learn? Source: 
Survey data

Figure 9.5. Thinking about the place you live, what are the top 3 things that help you to learn? Source: Survey data
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9.4.4 Space

In this study, space can be defined as personal space 
(private) and as a space for study. Survey results showed 
that 40% of the students share the room with others (see 
Figure 9.7). Photographs submitted during the participa-
tory exercise also evidence the cruciality of this problem. 
Figure 9.8 (right photograph) shows a student’s study 
desk, the drawer is occupied by other things such as 
tools which should not be stored at the desk. The left 
photograph of Figure 9.8 which shows a table was sub-
mitted by a student that described, “My parents brought 
this table 17 years ago. We have lived in 6 different places 
during the past 5 years, and it comes everywhere with us. 
In the last place, the space was too small, so we got rid 
of the couch instead of the table. I’m lucky to have a large 
surface to study on.”  

On the other hand, another student expressed “my par-
ents rented out our living room to a family for an entire 
year so we have no place to hang out.” Having a sufficient 
personal space and having enough study space means 
students could have the opportunity to study in their 
houses. However, survey results and photographs sub-
mitted showed that many students are not able to study 
at home impacting negatively their learning aspirations.

9.4.5 Quiet Environment

Finally, as the last key finding, a quiet environment is 
considered necessary for students to study at home, 

nonetheless, it was revealed that not all students have 
access to this. 29.6% of students chose “Not having a 
quiet space to do things” as one of top three things that 
reduce their capacity to learn. Students who participated 
in the photography activity also regarded it as a prob-
lem. As shown in Figure 9.9 often there is too much noise 
around residential areas where students live, with a lot 
of development going on in the borough. A considerable 
proportion of students is affected by this issue, without a 
quiet space in their houses for them to study. Because of 
the lack of quiet space, students cannot concentrate at 
home and resort to studying at the college or a library, im-
pacting negatively their learning and learning aspirations.

9.4.6 Reflections on Methods

Once students from UCL build trust with the pupils and 
gained their confidence, pupils started sharing more pic-
tures of the inside of their houses and described more in-
depth the stories behind them. Some of the photographs 
revealed elements of the housing situations which were 
important to research and analysis of findings.

The survey could not capture the reality of students to 
the fullest. The fact that 58% of them in the survey didn’t 
feel their housing situation affected their college attain-
ment may be due to limitations of the survey, for exam-
ple, it did not allow people to connect housing issues 
with their academic outcomes.  More qualitative meth-
ods—such as one-to-one interviews—allowed spaces 
for reflections and the possibility to analyse situations 

Figure 9.6. Having a quiet space to study was important 
to the students, but many local Libraries are closing. This 
temporary library was established because the old one 
was demolished. Source: Participatory Photography par-
ticipant

Figure 9.7. How often do you share a room? Source: 
Survey data
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Figure 9.8. Two multipurpose tables in different homes, it’s hard to study on the table on the left, while the entire family 
shares the one on the right. Source: Participatory Photography participant

Figure 9.9. Construction works in residential areas. Source: Participatory Photography participant
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more in-depth whereas a short survey constraints this 
spaces for reflection.

9.5 Ways Forward

The ‘action plan’ that emerged from this work holds two 
key elements. Firstly, hosting a ‘Town Hall meeting’ at 
CANDI to inspire the student body to take further action 
around housing. This is something CANDI students them-
selves proposed and will lead. The meeting will include an 
open dialogue about the housing crisis, and a discussion 
facilitated by Citizens UK where students can share their 
own housing experiences in more depth. This discussion 
will be specifically focused on how it affects their learning 
and aspirations. The idea behind this meeting is to ac-
cess information beyond the limitations of the survey, and 
discuss possible actions, at the local level, on this issues. 

The second activity consists of building a team within the 
college to take over the campaign for Community Land 
Trusts. The broad objective is to campaign for public land 
on which affordable housing can be built. This is estimat-
ed to be a 3-year project. Keir, a Year 13 student who was 
involved in the Housing Campaign last year stated: “Don’t 
be afraid of the Council. They’re just normal people who 
manage to be in power.” At the same time, the Citizens 
UK organiser reminded everyone that “we meet leaders, 
but it’s everyday people who change the world.” A state-
ment that encompasses the mission of the action plan 
proposed. 

9.6 Conclusions

Overall, CANDI students agreed that housing conditions 
affected their capability to study and learn. This statement 
has been supported by the evidence from the literature; 
the participatory photography; the workshop sessions 
with students; discussions with teachers and activists 
and through the wider contributions of the CANDI stu-
dents including the Citizens UK meetings. 

However, survey findings did not directly corroborate this 
conclusion, a regression analysis on the—albeit modest 
number of—responses showed a negative correlation.  
However, the survey did reinforce the fact that students 
valued things that good housing can provide—a quiet 
place to study, concentrate, relax and sleep—and wanted 
to avoid the negatives of poor housing conditions—noise, 
overcrowding and lack of privacy.

Therefore, it can be concluded that the survey wasn’t nec-
essarily the best method to capture the richness and the 
nuances of personal experiences and opinions of these 
young people. If a broader piece of work is conducted, 

multiple research methods should also be used—as the 
methodology employed in this chapter—where students 
feel comfortable about sharing their personal experiences 
would be ideal to obtain qualitative information and build 
trust with the group. 

The activism and enthusiasm generated by the project 
show how important housing issues are to young peo-
ple and how real are the links between housing and the 
learning valued by students. In addition, with Mayor Sad-
iq Khan in office, a supporter for the fight for adequate 
housing, is a good time to take action.

The increased numbers of students at CANDI as a result 
of government cuts on education has had a direct impact 
on students, most of them only come to college four days 
a week for longer hours. This was not seen as positive, 
though it enabled students to get a job, it meant they 
didn't always use their free time for studying, especially 
since they lived far from the college’s library. Governmen-
tal cuts are affecting students’ educational experience 
and attainment.
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10. Conclusion

In this concluding chapter, the findings from the differ-
ent sections of the report and the contributions of all the 
student groups are brought together, to explore the ways 
that housing affects the learning capabilities of pupils in 
London. 

The overall findings of this research draw on the data 
generated through qualitative and quantitative method-
ologies. Regarding the qualitative methods, the outputs 
from the interviews, participatory photography and narra-
tive exercises were collated together to identify common 
issues. Meanwhile, the surveys were brought together to 
complement and support through quantitative data, as 
well as providing comparable information among schools 
on the issues arisen for the analysis. Both qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies were developed with groups 
of pupils and teachers at schools, so the feedback in the 
sessions was relevant for understanding the complexity of 
the questions emerging in the research. 

The survey had a mixed-design between the teaching 
staff, students and pupils, which allowed to consider 
some mandatory questions applicable to all schools—in 
order to facilitate the analysis and comparability between 
them—and some complementary questions that better 
suited the contexts at schools. Although the survey was 
not equally distributed among the participant schools, the 
tool had a good response rate from the pupils at schools 
with 901 surveys validly issued. 

These surveys were conducted personally and through 
an online format—depending on the preferences of each 
school. Results on gender were almost equally distributed 
among the total of surveys, with a 54% of female respons-
es and 44% of male responses (2% selected the option of 
“prefer not to say”).

The results of the overall research show evidence in 3 
main areas: Housing condition and learning environment; 
Housing affordability and social learning assets; and 
Housing costs and aspirations. These areas are shown in 
Figure 10.1 below.

10.1 Housing conditions and learning 
environments

The findings regarding housing conditions and learning 
environment show relevant evidence on physical issues 
as:

• Inadequate spaces to study. 
• Issues around overcrowding and lack of space 
for pupils to do homework.
• Issues around comfort, quietness and tidiness 
for learning.

A relevant aspect arisen from the survey was related to 
the importance of the housing conditions as learning as-

Figure 10.1. Main areas for research’s findings. Source: Beatriz Mella Lira
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in the future. 
• Changing current economic situ-
ation. 
• Making parents proud of children’s 
success. 

Housing affordability and social 
learning assets

Housing costs and learning 
aspirations



76 Msc SDP Student Report 2016/2017

sets (see Table 9.1). Pupils were asked about the things 
that help them learn where the subcategory of assets re-
lated to housing conditions had the highest number of 
responses (29.3% of the total answers). The assets re-
lated to housing conditions were: having enough space at 
home to do things (9.2%); having a quiet space at home 
to do things (10.1%), and living in a warm and comfort-
able home (9.8%). Pupils were also consulted about the 
things that make them harder to learn. Although their 
obstacles are mainly related to the lack of assistance 
of family and friends (with a 28.3% of total responses), 
the subcategory related to housing conditions had also 
a high rate of responses, with a 21.54% out of the total. 
The main impediments in this subcategory were related 
to having insufficient space and quietness at home for 
doing things (17.8%).

Further methods, alongside surveys, revealed in some 
groups that most of the pupils perform learning activities 
in the living room, as well as the kitchen and their bedroom 
desk. Despite the location around the house for learning 
purposes, some qualities as brightness, tidiness and qui-
etness are essential –as common consensus- for a space 
to qualify as an optimal learning environment. Results 

have also shown that the presence of distractor elements 
as television or external noise do not just affect the con-
centration but the pupils’ mood and emotional distress. 

While noise and tidiness can be manageable 
through the right advice or measure, the level of 
crowdedness that some pupils have at home is a 
critical factor revealed by the research. According to 
Leventhal & Newman (2010), overcrowding is one of the 
variables that have a significant negative impact on chil-
dren’s development and thus is one of the most severe 
constraints to solve in the short and medium term. 

The diverse methodologies used throughout the research 
shows that the space pupils need at home, relates direct-
ly to their learning activities as doing homework. How-
ever, this need of space also affects other activities as 
playing at home and taking advantage of their own space 
for personal growth. 

Regarding the type of home where students live in, gen-
eral results show that almost the same amount of pupils 
live in their own house (36%) or rent from the Council or 
Housing Association (34,74%). The third option regard-

Table 10.1. Comparison between facilitators and impediments for the learning process. This information was col-
lected through the general survey. Source: Beatriz Mella Lira

FACILITATORS (LEARNING ASSETS) IMPEDIMENTS (LACK OF LEARNING ASSETS)

Statements % Statements %

Having enough space at home to do things 9.2%

29.03%

Not having enough space at home to do things 8.1%

21.54%

Having a quit space at home to do things 10.1% Not having a quiet space at home to do things 9.7%

Living in a warm and confortable home 9.8% Not having a warm and comfortable house 1.7%

Having to frequently move to a different house or 
school 2.0%

Having access to parks or a garden 1.8%

12.46%

Not having enough access to parks or a garden 4.3%

17.09%Getting to school quickly 6.2% Spending too much time getting to school 9.3%

Getting to school safely 4.5% Feeling unsafe about my trips to school 3.5%

Getting help or assistance from family or 
friends 12.6%

18.20%

Not having help or assistance from family or friends 6.1%

28.32%Living close to my friends 5.6% Having to take care of siblings or other person at 
home 10.4%

Not having enough friends living close to me 11.8%

Spending time with people different to me 2.3%

25.14%

Not living close to people who are different from me 4.4%

17.85%Having access to technology or equipment 19.1% Not having access to technology or equipment 5.5%

Being able to visit new or interesting places 2.8% Not being able to visit new or interesting places 7.9%

Having pocket money to cover my weekly 
costs 3.9%

16.18%

Not having enough pocket money to cover some 
weekly costs 5.2%

15.19%Having a good sleep at night 9.2% Not having a good sleep at night 9.2%

Having a good breakfast 3.1% Hot having a good breakfast 0.8%
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ing housing profiles is renting from a private landlord 
(16,32%). The results also show evidence about lo-
cation issues that affect learning processes for pu-
pils, due to long transport distances and commut-
ing. Regarding commuting time, most students make a 
daily trip of 30 minutes or less (60% of the total) followed 
by 25% of students spending between 30 minutes and 1 
hour. Figure 10.2 shows these results graphically.

10.2 Housing affordability and social 
learning assets

The research has shown concluding remarks about the 
pupils’ concerns regarding housing costs. Housing prices 
have increased dramatically in the last years. Furthermore, 
it seems that students are aware of this situation, either 
because they know their parent’s opinions or because 
they have heard this matter on the news or at school. On 
the other hand, they are aware of the difficulties of getting 
a good job that may allow them to access to the assets 
and provisions they will need in the future. These con-
cerns have arisen in qualitative work done by students in 
the photography task and their narratives, resulting in an 
understanding of the impact on their perceptions of hous-
ing affordability and aspirations. 

As it is shown in Table 10.1 the social capital and social 
support –sometimes conditioned by housing experience- 
influence pupils’ learning assets. The most relevant group 

of factors affecting their learning are related to the lack of 
presence of a safe space for inter-social relationships. In 
the survey held, this subcategory obtained 28.3% of the re-
sponses about the things that make pupils harder to learn. 
Is also interesting to point out that “taking care of siblings”, 
as part of this group of statements, appears as a relevant is-
sue that makes them harder to learn as well. Getting help 
or assistance from family and friends, as well as living 
close to their social networks are relevant aspects 
that help them learn (showed in 18% of the responses 
to the overall survey). The valuation of these ties not just 
reflects the importance of social capital and support in their 
home environment, but also shows how they appreciate 
human assets that encourage them to solve and overcome 
problems. The support provided by adults is an important 
social asset recognised by pupils. For example, one of the 
groups has identified through the qualitative process that 
the presence of a role model in their learning processes is 
essential for guiding achieving their goals. 

However, the place chosen by pupils for social interaction 
led to another concern about housing environments.  

Some particular pupils’ groups were asked about the plac-
es they choose to meet their friends and people of their 
same age - for understanding the space barriers and po-
tentialities for these interactions. Most students have re-
ferred to the school as the place where they socialise, as 
they live far away from their classmates or because they 
cannot play outside their house due to security concerns. 
Both location issues and the lack of safety at hous-
ing environments are problems arisen from the find-
ings that need to be looked out and solved in order to 
achieve further social capital in pupils’ environments.

Diversity as the base for building socially focused learn-
ing assets was an interesting finding, specifically of the 
work made at Willow Primary School. Also related to the 
benefits of the interaction with friends and equals, in this 
particular case, the multicultural community has be-
come the richness of the school, assembling spir-
itual, cultural and moral learning outcomes through 
the interaction of the individuals. 

The issue of “having to move to a different house or 
school frequently” have been stated in the findings to a 
lesser extent, but nevertheless mentioned in some cases. 
This shows a direct consequence of housing affordabil-
ity conditions in London since parents have been urged 
to change their place of residence regularly. When this 
situation happens, there is enforcement for children to 
readjusting their spaces, contexts and relationship with 
(in most cases unavailable) resources for their learning 
development. This aspect needs further research, par-
ticularly with a focus on the impacts and consequences 
of the detachment of children from their social network 
areas, affecting them not only in their learning processes 
but also in the accomplishment of their capabilities. 

Figure 10.2. Commuting times for pupils. Source: Survey 
data.
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Another valuable learning asset found along the research 
is the presence of technology, where both qualita-
tive and quantitative insights revealed interesting 
findings. Even though this evidence does not relate di-
rectly to the issues of housing affordability or housing 
conditions, is a relevant asset in terms of their learning 
processes and needs further research. Pupils consid-
er technology as a significant factor for them to learn 
(26.4% in total for the overall survey conducted), where 
there was not difference in terms of gender. One of the 
groups asked the pupils to draw the tools and assets 
they have to learn, and most of them brought techno-
logical elements as computers, smartphones, calcula-
tors and Internet connection as facilitators of their learn-
ing.  For example, it might be interesting further research 
about how the presence of technology in the space of 
capabilities may overcome some of the obstacles and 
disadvantages that pupils might have in their social or 
built environmental contexts.

10.3 Housing costs and aspirations

The high rent costs have put a burden on children, and 
this has meant parents have to work in more that one 
job, work double shifts or apply for social benefits.  Even 
though it cannot be generalised that pupils have to con-
tribute with economic or house workload, there is pres-
sure on them for changing their situation in the future.  

The work carried out in The City of Westminster College 
shows in detail how pupils have silently paid the price of 
the unaffordable housing conditions affecting most areas 
in London. Students found that pupils and their families 
were continually struggling to afford the rent. The impacts 
varied, but a significant group of students stated that they 
had to work part-time or provide partial contributions for 
paying the rent. This situation not just infringes their in-
dividual rights but also impacts on their time and perfor-
mance at school. 

Regarding how housing costs have impacted learning as-
pirations, the report remarks how learning is associated 
mainly to:

- Getting a good job in the future or going to a 
good university.
- Success for affording housing costs in the future.
- Changing current economic situation.
- Making parents proud of children’s success.

The research showed impacting results regarding stu-
dents’ aspirations on learning, demonstrating how finan-
cial motivations dominate the pupils’ aspirations for their 
future. However, it is also important to outline that pupils 
have identified a variety of other aspirations based on 
their learning when having the opportunity to select, un-
obstructedly, without considering the financial pressures 
of ‘adult life’ –increased cost of living, housing affordabil-
ity, among others. 

Figure 10.3. Aspirations on learning, general results differentiated by gender. Female in blue and Male in red and Other 
in green colours. Source: Survey data.
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In a first instance, aspirations as “Get a job or earn 
money” and “Get into a good university” were more rel-
evant options rather than “Help others”, “Make friends”, 
“Stand up for my own and others’ rights” or “Change 
things”. Figure 9.3 shows a general description of this 
question asked along the survey, that gives an overall 
view on how pupils perceive other socially driven learn-
ing values as a less important aspect on their learning 
outcomes for the future. These results regarding aspira-
tions on learning are transversal among gender, housing 
profiles and schools. 

The current housing situation in London is strongly 
influencing pupils’ aspirations as they have a high 
pressure for achieving good qualifications and better 
prospects on a good job – as shown along the chapters 
of this report. In the case of St Mary’s Priory Catholic 
School, for example, represented for a group of pupils 
from 4th and 5th grade, results have exposed that pu-
pils often find themselves oscillating between the “real-
ity” usually imposed by the market and “the dream” they 
feel free to aspire. Having asked along different sessions 
and within diverse activities about their aspirations, pu-
pils have to reveal statements deeply related to finan-
cial objectives. The common idea of getting access to 
University as a conductive path for achieving financial 
success may be related to the treatment of the edu-
cational system as a marketable commodity (Robinson 
& Tormey, 2003). In the field of education, the problem 
arisen from this perspective comes when there is a mis-
match between the aspirations related to self-fulfilment 
and the search for betterment in their prospective mon-
etary aspirations. This idea has been further developed 
in chapter 2 of the report.

Along with the idea of “getting a good job and income” in 
the future, in the case of Hendon School students’ learn-
ing aspirations were also associated with the achievement 
of economic goals, as “changing their current economic 
situation” and “having access to a comfortable life”. In the 
discussions, the payment of university loans and costs 
of transportation came up as some of the concerns of 
the adult life that can be achievable throughout obtaining 
enough economical resources. The current situations that 
pupils face in terms of their own contexts make them look 
for an alternative for improving their quality of life – espe-
cially in cases in which they live in a deprived context. 

Students working with pupils from Greenwich Free 
School, Corelli School and St Pauls Academy performed 
an interesting exercise for understanding how aspirations 
can be shaped by immediate constraints. Pupils were 
asked to think about their learning aspirations assum-
ing that they would have a secure income in the future 
and would not be concerned about housing affordability. 
Many of them manifested more socially driven responses, 
prioritising aspects as helping others, changing thinks 
and stand up for others’ rights. 

10.4 Taking action and next steps

After reviewing the major findings of the report has been 
relevant visualising the following steps and future ac-
tions for improving learning conditions of the students. 
The work between DPU students and pupils end up in a 
very productive result, in which pupils were able to define 
the actions that they could promote in their schools and 
contexts. The results of the visualization of actions have 
been a wide range of ideas such as homework clubs as 
a stimulating environment for them to study (as Hendon 
and St Mary’s School proposed in their action plan); the 
creation of a website and social media channels to high-
light housing issues; fundraising activities to help disad-
vantaged students, among others. 

The first step for taking further action was built in coor-
dination with teachers, DPU students and community 
organisers from Citizens UK. The group of Greenwich 
School, for example, took action in the form of an outdoor 
house party where the participants discussed the housing 
issues and committed to follow up the work done, pro-
posing more solutions in the medium and long term. The 
research results have also allowed the group of students, 
teachers and community organisers to think about the 
possible changes at schools, as immediate actions that 
can be taken to improve learning conditions for students.  

In the medium and long term, some policy recommen-
dations have been developed together with Citizens UK 
considering the research and work done, in order to es-
tablish some parameters that can facilitate these pro-
cesses of improvement. 

10.4.1 Multi-faceted Approach

A multi-faceted approach is required to ensure the ben-
efits of regeneration are more fairly dispersed across the 
socio-economic spectrum. For young people already 
living in states of precariousness, the lack of affordable 
housing in the city poses further risk to their social, edu-
cational and financial stability. In part, government policy 
could protect young people by ensuring that regenera-
tion plans include affordable housing within local school 
catchment zones. Relocating families within their local ar-
eas allow them to maintain stable social networks and will 
protect young people from long commutes to school that 
can be both costly and unsafe. In turn, this grants them 
more time for homework and allows for those that have 
other responsibilities, such as caring or employment. 

10.4.2 Care about Funding 

Schools across England are expected to experience an 
8% real-terms reduction in funding per pupil by the aca-
demic year 2019-20. Consistent shortages in teacher re-
cruitment and retention have been attributed to increases 
in workloads, the devaluing of teacher pensions and a 
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lack of funding for professional development. Students 
experience these budget cuts through bigger class siz-
es and a reduction to both curricular and extra-curric-
ular activities. Furthermore, financial constraints prevent 
schools from providing sufficient pastoral support, which 
disproportionately affects those with Special Education-
al Needs. It is vital that general school budgets are in-
creased so that schools can create a stable team of staff 
with the resources to identify and support those students 
who are subject to precarious living situations. 

The Education Maintenance Allowance, means-tested 
support for Further Education students, was discontinued 
in England in September 2012 and replaced by the 16-19 
Bursary Fund. These bursaries of up to £1,200 per year 
per student are intended to support the most vulnerable 
young people, but due to the reduction in resources, many 
of those high priority students who were once supported 
by EMA no longer qualify. Consequently, basic costs for 
equipment and travel can become a barrier for those in-
tending to continue studying. The budget for the new bur-
saries should be expanded so that a greater number of 
low-income students can fulfil their educational aspirations. 

10.4.3 Diversity in learning activities 

Beyond this, findings of this research demonstrate the im-
portance of after school clubs that provide both curricular 
and extra-curricular activities. However, further resources 
are needed for taking action in the medium term for creat-
ing new paths for students to express their learning con-
cerns and constraints, as well as opening channels for 
further improvement. In part, this could involve teachers 
facilitating discussions with their students around social 
issues that impact their education. Schools can begin to 
initiate their own campaigns to become active lobbyists in 
the regeneration process and in doing so, teach students 
the skills to articulate and negotiate their housing rights. 

10.5 Further Research

Summarising, the main findings of this report are:

1) The housing crisis in London is particularly af-
fecting young people, by worsening their learning 
environments.

2) London's urban trends are making housing 
less affordable as well as weakening social sup-
port systems.  Overcrowded and poor living 
environments, as well as the breakage of com-
munity bonds, is making it harder for young citi-
zens to do their homework and carry out their 
learning activities.

3) Furthermore, this research shows that the in-
creasing housing costs are also affecting young 
citizens learning aspirations, by pushing them to 
prioritise financially rewarding rather the socially 
driven values.

Therefore, this report shows that addressing London’s 
housing challenges is not only important to secure Lon-
doners housing rights, but also as a means to guarantee 
a flourishing learning environment for London's young 
citizens. As the property market continues to impact the 
social landscape across London, further investigation is 
needed to generate more substantial and comprehen-
sive findings. When housing development is so readily 
framed in economic terms, participatory research can 
offer an autonomous voice to the communities directly 
affected. This is a source of empowerment for young 
people who are so heavily affected by, yet largely power-
less to, the effects of the housing crisis. By taking into 
account their myriad of personal experiences an exten-
sive body of research can be built that can, in turn, ad-
vise and strengthen collective action.
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11. Appendix: Report Briefing "Exploring the potential of 
relationships between university and civil society for 
meaningful learning and collective action”
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