
 

 

As Efe Ezekiel addressed a group of teenage boys at a conference centre near Ipswich, her audience 

listened attentively. When the youth mentor asked for a volunteer, a hand shot up. A boy named 

Luke was soon on his feet, shoulders back, learning how to make good first impressions. 

“When you meet someone, what are you going to do, Lukey?” Ms Ezekiel asked him. “You’re going 

to smile! Let me see your smile!” 

Luke was one of 14 boys from schools in Ipswich at the session, part of a pilot to test whether 

intensive training can improve the opportunities for boys from parts of the UK where children face 

poor life chances. 

The programme is particularly aimed at white working-class boys, who are the least likely of any 

social group to go to university, have the worst GCSE exam results of any group in England and are 

least likely to find jobs after leaving school. 

‘Inspiration and insight into world of work’ 

Concern at the performance of these boys has grown during the past decade as rapid improvements 

among other groups have left them lagging ever further behind. 



The project in Ipswich is one of three run by Barclays in conjunction with the Transformation Trust, 

an education charity, as part of the bank’s LifeSkills programme. While this usually focuses on issues 

such as financial planning — it has run sessions for some 6m 11 to 24-year-olds since 2013 — it 

discovered that white working class boys needed more intensive support. 

 

Kirstie Mackey, director of citizenship and consumer affairs for Barclays UK, said the company had 

asked itself: “How can we build a tailored programme linked to the local labour market that will give 

them that inspiration and insight into the world of work?” 

The pilots are running in Education Opportunity Areas, regions of England identified as needing 

special efforts to improve the poor life chances of children. But there are questions over whether six 

all-day sessions and mentoring is enough to overcome the deep social and economic challenges 

facing the teenagers. 

Focus on life skills, not just academic performance 

Lee Elliot Major, chief executive of the Sutton Trust, which works to improve social mobility through 

education, said it was important to improve students’ overall life skills, which had as much impact on 

children’s chances as their academic performance.  

That the programmes were being attempted was positive, he said, but he added: “The problem is we 

have very little evidence of what programmes work.” 

 

The atmosphere back in Ms Ezekiel’s sessions, however, was positive and industrious. The boys 

spent much of the morning hunched over laptops learning how to present their CVs, overseen by 

mentors from Barclays. 

One boy, frustrated with the computer programme, put his hands on his head and said, “I can’t do 

this.” Ms Ezekiel responded with a firm but encouraging, “Yes, you can” and helped him to resolve 

the issue. 

All the boys were 14 or 15 years old, the year before they begin studying for their GCSEs, which will 

influence much of their future education and career. They have listened to talks by people from 

similar backgrounds to theirs, had mentoring support and been offered far better work experience 

placements than they might have arranged for themselves. 

Ben, 15, from Hadleigh High School in Suffolk, said he had been sceptical about the programme but 

had changed his mind. “It’s changed how I think about myself because they try to show you what’s 

good about you and try to highlight that,” he said. 

Feedback shows positive early results 

Denise Tinker, a teacher at Holbrook Academy, said she was particularly pleased her pupils were 

meeting people who had gone on after finishing school to start small businesses or take other bold 

career steps. “The message for them is, actually there’s a world out there but you have to grab those 

opportunities,” she said. 

The programme is seeking to measure its success by tracking the performance of pupils who 

participate and comparing their outcomes with those of a six-strong control group of similar boys 

who did not take part. 

Teachers in Oldham have already reported that boys in the programme were on track to secure 



exam grades one to two grades higher than expected, said Ms Mackey. “The feedback we’ve had is 

they’re feeling more confident,” she said of the boys on the course. 

Amy Leonard, chief executive of the Transformation Trust, also said early indications were 

encouraging. “The anecdotal side of it has just been absolutely phenomenal — the level of switching 

back on to education, their own self-belief in what they’re capable of, broadening their horizons,” 

she said. 

She added that the eventual goal was to widen the project’s net and work with other groups with 

poor life chances — such as children in care, teenage mothers and young carers. 

“It’s potentially really exciting for looking not only at this target group but how we tweak it for some 

of the other target groups,” said Ms Leonard. 


