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Background and purpose 

Job role
Stand Alone
Wannabe sociologist
Opportunity
Challenge stigma and taboo
Raise awareness
Contribute to institutional knowledge and help shape 
support



Photo elicitation

Taking and using photographs as the basis for 
focus group interviews with the participants

Provide structure to the interview, produce 
richer data and help create a better balance in 
power dynamics (Bates et al., 2017)



Recruiting Participants

One institution
Email to entire student body
Used the term ‘estranged’
Asked for volunteers
Participants self-selecting
Financial incentive

Image from: http://enjoyphone.blogspot.com/dd text



Project participation #1

Individual one-to-one meetings
Eight students took part
Semi-structured interview schedule
Shared images on paper handouts
Two focus groups and an interview
Anonymity



Findings: Recording estrangement

Students took 49 images in total

“Visual inventories of objects, people and artefacts” and the 
“intimate dimensions of the social” (Harper 2002, p.13).
Images depicting the institutional experience of university e.g. 
buildings on campus
Images of the social e.g. friends, pets and 'selfies'



Recognising 
estrangement
This is probably the first 
instance that I’ve heard of 
estrangement being 
mentioned by the university 
which is sort of heartening 
for me [S8]



University 
vacations

I felt really good. To get away 
from the university was 
actually really nice... I went to 
London, I’ve never done that 
before, go to London [S2]



Finance

Student finance came in after my deposit was 
due, for example, so that was a really hard time, 
because there was that gap where obviously I 
was quite reliant on finding funds myself [S5]



Accommodation

On the first day the parents of 
my flatmates would ask me 
where my parents were so they 
could meet them… And I was 
like ‘Erm’. You’re almost 
pushed straightaway to be like 
‘They’re not here' [S6]



Wellbeing

I felt kind of isolated 
as well to be honest 
[S3]

I felt kind of 
isolated as well



Support
It made me appreciate a lot 
more what I have regarding 
friends… they’re not my 
blood family, but they are 
kind of like my family and it 
just makes me so happy to 
have them in my life, that I 
can fall back on [S2]



Project participation #2

Difficult
Reflection
Therapeutic
Reassuring

So it was nice knowing, as somebody 
said they’d got the email from you, 
there must be other people then in the 
same situation… Because like you 
said, it’s nice to know that people are 
in the same position and, like, they 
deal with the same kind of things. So 
it’s not like I’m on my own against this 
sort of thing [S6]



Conclusions and 
Recommendations
Complexity of family and familial estrangement
Risk for the researcher and the researched
Challenging assumptions about 'what students do' during 
vacations
Personal strength and resistances (Taylor and Costa, 2019)
Acknowledgement from the university
Opportunity to access tailored support



One year later...

Life writing online 
research: lncn.ac/9s
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It is so powerful to stop and listen to the voices of 
estranged students themselves

[Becca Bland, CEO of Stand Alone, 2016]

Thank you to the eight estranged students who let 
me listen to their voices.

.



References
Bates, E. A., McCann, J. J., Kaye, L. K. and Taylor, J. C. (2017) “Beyond words”: a researcher’s guide to using photo elicitation in 

psychology, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 14(4), 459-481, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14780887.2017.1359352

Blake, L. (2017) Parents and Children Who Are Estranged in Adulthood: A Review and Discussion of the Literature, Journal of 
Family Theory & Review, 9(4), https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12216

Bland, B. (2016) The students with no support network, Times Higher Education, Jan 25, 
2016, https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/students-no-support-network

Bland, B. and Shaw, J. (2015) New Starts. The challenge of Higher Education without the support of a family network. Unite 
Foundation and Stand Alone, http://standalone.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/StandAloneUNITEfoundation.pdf

Harper, D. (2002) Talking about pictures: a case for photo elicitation, Visual Studies, 17(1), 13–26. 

Key, A. (2019) Exploring the experiences of estranged students in higher education: a longitudinal comparative case study of two
UK universities In Imagining Better Education: Conference Proceedings 2018. Durham, England: Durham University, School of 
Education, 95-105, http://dro.dur.ac.uk/27678/1/27678.pdf?DDD29

Taylor, Y. (2018) The Strange Experiences of ‘Estranged’ Students, Discover Society
[Blog], https://discoversociety.org/2018/11/06/the-strange-experiences-of-estranged-students/

Taylor, Y. and Costa, C. (2019) Estranged Students in Higher and Further Education
[Report], https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/66964/

Vigurs, K., and Kara, H. (2017) ‘Participants’ productive disruption of a community photoelicitation project: improvised 
methodologies in practice’ International Journal of Social Research Methodology  20(5)  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14780887.2017.1359352
https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12216
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/students-no-support-network
http://standalone.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/StandAloneUNITEfoundation.pdf
http://dro.dur.ac.uk/27678/1/27678.pdf?DDD29
https://discoversociety.org/2018/11/06/the-strange-experiences-of-estranged-students/
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/66964/

	Recording and recognising the experiences of estranged students in higher education
	Recording and recognising
	Background and purpose 
	Photo elicitation
	Recruiting Participants
	Project participation #1
	Findings: Recording estrangement
	Recognising estrangement 
	University vacations��I felt really good. To get away from the university was actually really nice... I went to London, I’ve never done that before, go to London [S2]
	Finance
	Accommodation ��On the first day the parents of my flatmates would ask me where my parents were so they could meet them… And I was like ‘Erm’. You’re almost pushed straightaway to be like ‘They’re not here' [S6]
	Wellbeing���I felt kind of isolated as well to be honest [S3] ��I felt kind of isolated as well 
	Support����������
	Project participation #2
	Conclusions and Recommendations
	One year later...
	Acknowledgements
	References

