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Endless Dreams Training Curriculum: Improving
Educational Outcomes for Youth in Foster Care
Introduction
The educational needs of the nearly half million youth in foster care have largely gone
unrecognized in this country. Yet the impact of the foster care experience on academic
achievement can be significant: A 2001 study of 4500 youth in public schools in Washington
State found that a youth’s foster care status alone was associated with a 7-8 percentilepoint gap in standardized test scores.1 Other research has shown that children in care have
higher rates of grade retention, lower academic skills as measured by standardized tests,
higher absentee and tardy rates, higher dropout rates, higher incidence of placement in
special education, and greater mobility than children in the general population.
Addressing these issues will require a concerted effort of the child welfare, educational,
judicial, and mental health systems. Educating classroom teachers, school administrators,
and other staff to the academic challenges these youth encounter is a crucial part of this
partnership effort.
The Endless Dreams Training Curriculum is composed of 10 one-hour sessions for use by
educators, families, and other professionals who impact the educational lives of youth in
foster care. It was developed to be delivered by individuals who have experience in staff
development activities and who have access to teachers, school social workers, school
administrators, school psychologists, CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates) volunteers,
counselors, school nurses, tutors, families, youth, and any other group that can impact
the educational lives of youth in care. Each session includes a facilitator’s guide and the
materials necessary to conduct training for the particular session as well as a list of resources
to be used during or after the trainings. Included in the facilitator’s materials is a CD with
sample powerpoint presentations for five sessions and an Endless Dreams DVD. The DVD
showcases the great potential of school to support and enrich the lives of youth in care by
telling a young woman’s story of life in foster care and its impact on her education.

Goals
The overarching goals of this curriculum are to increase awareness of who these students
are and what their educational needs are. The curriculum also addresses implementation
of policies, procedures, and practices at the classroom and building level that will facilitate
the educational success of youth in care and their transition to self-sufficiency in adulthood.
Optimally, each school that completes the training will address the particular needs of youth
in out-of-home care in its annual school building plan. Session 10 will assist school districts
and other agencies in developing collaborative models to improve the educational supports
for foster youth.

Note on Confidentiality and Identifying Youth in Care
The Endless Dreams Training Curriculum assumes that educators will be able to identify the
youth in care who are in their school; obviously, this is an essential first step to providing
them with the support they may need. However, it is recognized that there are often
significant barriers to identifying these youth and legitimate objections to doing so, e.g., state
laws on confidentiality and a concern about stigmatizing the youth. Questions about this

1

Burley, M., & Halpern, M. (2001).
Educational attainment of
foster youth: Achievement and
graduation outcomes for children
in state care. Olympia, WA:
Washington State Institute for
Public Policy.
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will arise in training sessions and will need to be answered according to state law and customary practice in the
school. Before embarking on delivering this training, check the local district’s policies and procedures related to
confidentiality and information sharing.

Format for Using Endless DreamS
Each of the ten sessions is a stand-alone session; i.e., it may be presented independently of the rest. However, it
is strongly advised that at minimum, session 1 is presented prior to the presentation of any of the other sessions.
Each of the sessions includes a facilitator’s guide, which gives participant outcomes; materials needed; details on
the facilitator’s role before, during, and after the presentation; and a step-by-step agenda for the session with a
script or outline for the facilitator. The facilitator’s guides may be used in their entirety or may be adapted to meet
the audience’s needs. Masters of PowerPoint™ slides and handouts are also included. The topics and proposed
outcomes for each of the 10 sessions are as follows:

Session 1: Introduction to the educational needs of youth in foster and out-of-home care
Outcomes. Participants will:
1)	Receive general information about youth in foster or out-of-home care and their educational issues
including disproportionality in the system.
2) Learn about the educational outcomes of children and youth in foster and out-of-home care.
3) Learn ways educators can be more sensitive to issues unique to youth in foster and out-of-home care.

Session 2: Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. Part 1
Outcomes. Participants will:
1) Learn about who America’s youth in foster care are.
2)	Learn about the history of the foster care system and understand the vocabulary associated with child
welfare and foster care.
3)	Receive an overview of how the child welfare system works and understand the vocabulary associated
with child welfare and foster care.
4)	Learn about the issues of disproportionality and racism in the child welfare system and what is being done
to address these.

Session 3: Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. Part 2
Outcomes. Participants will:
1)	Receive information on mandated reporting procedures and responsibilities as educators to understand
the repercussions of removal from the home for the child, family, etc.
2) Receive information on the indicators of abuse and neglect (physical, sexual, emotional).
3)	Learn about the issues of confidentiality, privacy, FERPA, and information sharing within the education
system and across systems.

2 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

Session 4: Understanding the impact on youth who are part of the “system”
Outcomes. Participants will:
1)	Learn about the possible emotional, behavioral, social, and intellectual/academic impact on youth in
foster or out-of-home care (e.g., attachment issues, acting out behaviors, disabilities, etc.) through a
developmental perspective.
2)	Learn about childhood depression, post-traumatic stress, attachment disorders, and conduct disorders
and discuss classroom implications.
3) Learn about strategies for responding to these impacts.

Session 5: Insuring school stability and seamless transitions between schools and school
districts when school moves take place
Outcomes. Participants will:
1) Learn the importance of school stability and what stability can mean to a student.
2)	Learn about the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 and what “in the
best interest of the child” means.
3)	Learn about what “awaiting foster care placement” means in the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act.
4) Learn how to access their state laws relating to school stability.
5)	Learn how the school and community can increase the number of placement options in the school-home
community.

Session 6: Roles and responsibilities: Working with youth in foster or out-of-home care
Outcomes. Participants will:
1)	Understand the roles and responsibilities of the following groups and individuals as regards youth in foster
care: foster (resource) families, birth parents, social workers, administrators, teachers, and support staff.
2)	Identify ways that they can collaborate and share responsibilities in order to support a youth’s educational
success.
3)	Learn about the IDEA 2004 regulations of who the “decision makers” are for youth in foster or out-of-home
care who are in special education.
4) Review or be introduced to the issues of confidentiality (see Session 3).

Session 7: Supporting the youth’s successful educational experience in the classroom and
at the school building
Outcomes. Participants will:
1)	Discuss effective classroom strategies that will provide educational support for youth in foster or out-ofhome care.
2) Evaluate a specific school by using a survey and creating an action plan.
3)	Identify key indicators that can guide schools and districts in addressing the needs of youth in out-of-home
care.
4)	Discuss how a list of action strategies will benefit both youth in foster or out-of-home care and the
participants’ school and/or district.
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Session 8: Advocates who support the successful educational experience of youth in outof-home care
Outcomes. Participants will:
1) Create a network of community advocates for youth in foster or out-of-home care.
2) Identify programs to help youth be their own best educational advocates.
3)	Learn how schools are providing educational advocates in the school building and at the school district
level.
4)	Learn who the decision makers/advocates are for those youth in foster or out-of-home care who are
enrolled in special education.

Session 9: Preparing youth to enter into and complete postsecondary education
Outcomes. Participants will:
1) B
 ecome familiar with recommendations for accessing higher education opportunities for youth in foster or
out-of-home care.
2) Identify persons who can support and provide academic, social, and emotional support before, during,
and through completion of the youth’s postsecondary education.
3) L
 earn about the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, the Education and Training Voucher
Program, and new requirements of FAFSA and the Higher Education Act Reauthorization.
4)	Identify resources to improve higher education outcomes for students from foster care including those with
disabilities.

Session 10: Collaboration and coordination to create systems change
Outcomes. Participants will:
1)	Identify ways agencies are developing models of data sharing and creating agreements to support
collaboration and coordination across systems.
2)	Create a collaborative model of how schools and the child welfare agency can work together to improve
the educational support for youth in foster care.
3)	Develop a next-steps action plan to create opportunities for collaboration and coordination across their
respective systems.
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session one
Session One
Introduction to the educational needs of
youth in foster and out-of-home care
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Session 1: Facilitator’s Guide
Introduction to the Educational Needs of Youth in Foster and
Out-of-Home Care
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) 	Receive general information about youth in foster or out-of-home care and their educational issues
including disproportionality in the system.
2) Learn about the educational outcomes of children and youth in foster and out-of-home care.
3) Learn ways educators can be more sensitive to issues unique to youth in foster and out-of-home care.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Review the Endless
Dreams DVD.

Endless Dreams
DVD and Viewer’s
Guide

There are several areas in the video
that should be re-iterated at its
completion:

To request
additional free
copies of the DVD:
contactus@casey.
org or visit our
publications under
Resource Library at
www.casey.org

• Sensitivity to school assignments

Participant agenda

Give an advance organizer: State
the purpose of the day’s session—
to learn about the importance of
school and education in the life of a
youth in foster or out-of-home care.

30 min

Read the Viewer’s Guide
and use the questions on
page 5 to help structure
the discussion after it is
viewed.
Recruit local youth or
alumni and ask them to
talk to the participants
on the strengths they
had and barriers they
encountered with the
educational system.
Welcome
and Advance
Organizer
5 min

Set class expectations
with the participants.
Bin: Prepare a large
piece of chart paper with
the word “Bin” on top.
Always leave time before
the session ends to
address Bin questions.

• Annie’s feelings “that no one
asked her what was wrong”
• The impact of school moves on
academic achievement

Overview of agenda
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Topic

If youth from care are
available, have them talk
about their experience
in school. Leave time
for participants to ask
questions.

Quiz: What Is Your
“Youth in Foster
or Out-of-Home
Care” Knowledge?

All answers are true.

Understanding
the Educational
Outcomes for Youth
in Foster and Outof-Home Care
20 min

Endless Dreams
DVD and
Discussion
30 min

Post-Organizer
Evaluation
5 min

Participants will complete
the What Is Your “Youth
in Foster of Out-of-Home
Care” Knowledge quiz
and ask participants
to share their results.
Review fact sheet:
Educational Outcomes
for Children and Youth in
Foster and Out-of-Home
Care.

Fact Sheet:
Educational
Outcomes for
Children and Youth
in Foster and Outof-Home Care

Discuss facts from the fact sheet
and emphasize the need to provide
stronger educational support for
youth in foster and out-of-home
care.

Copies can be
downloaded from
the Resource
Library at www.
casey.org

Participants will watch
the Endless Dreams
DVD and make notes.
Select questions from
the Viewer’s Guide
and have participants
debrief impressions and
concerns about the DVD.

Endless Dreams
DVD and video
guide handout.

It is important for school staff to
know who the youth in foster and
out-of-home care are, but they
do not need to know the reasons
why they got there. Knowledge
and understanding on the part of
the adults who work with youth
in out-of-home care can mean
the difference between the youth
feeling accepted and prepared to be
independent and the youth facing
life unprepared for what lies ahead.

Review outcomes for the
day and begin preliminary
discussion on the role of
educators.

Evaluation forms

Education is the key to success,
but we know that students in outof-home care do not do as well in
school as other students. Endless
Dreams is a tool to help illustrate the
story and present some questions
and suggestions for educators.

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate). Complete
evaluations.
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Session 1: Participant Agenda
Introduction to the Educational Needs of Youth in Foster and
Out-of-Home Care
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Receive general information about youth in foster or out-of-home care and their educational issues
including disproportionality in the system.
2) Learn about the educational outcomes of children and youth in foster and out-of-home care.
3) Learn ways educators can be more sensitive to issues unique to youth in foster and out-of-home care.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

20 min

Understanding the educational
outcomes for youth in foster or
out-of-home care

Quiz

30 min

Educational issues for youth in foster
or out-of-home care

Endless Dreams DVD and discussion

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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What Is Your “Youth in Foster or Out-of-Home Care” Knowledge?
To be an effective advocate for youth in foster or out-of-home care, it is important to have some basic knowledge
of the youth for whom we are advocating. Check your level of knowledge and information regarding youth in
foster or out-of-home care.

True

False

q

q

E
 ach year in America, 29,000 youth in foster or out-of-home care will transition from foster
care to self-sufficiency when they turn 18 years old.

q

q

O
 f all of the youth in foster or out-of-home care who will transition, only 50% will finish high
school.

q

q

O
 f all the youth in foster or out-of-home care who will graduate from high school, 11% will go
on to college or vocational school.

q

q

Y
 outh in foster or out-of-home care exhibit higher rates of absenteeism, tardiness, and
discipline problems in school.

q

q

Y
 outh in foster or out-of-home care are more than twice as likely to have dropped out of high
school compared to youth who have not experienced foster or out-of-home care.

q

q

Y
 outh in foster or out-of-home care are significantly underrepresented in postsecondary
programs.

q

q

35% to 40% of youth in foster or out-of-home care are in special education-related programs.

q

q

3
 5% of youth in foster or out-of-home care who are between the ages of 14 and 21 have
experienced four or more school changes.

q

q

P
 oor educational outcomes often lead to poor employment options for youth transitioning from
foster or out-of-home care.
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Session 1: Evaluation and Feedback
Introduction to the educational needs of youth in foster and
out-of-home care
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session two
Session Two
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster
care system. Part 1
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Session 2: Facilitator’s Guide
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. part 1
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) Learn about who America’s youth in foster care are.
2)	Learn about the history of the foster care system and understand the vocabulary associated with child
welfare and foster care.
3)	Receive an overview of how the child welfare system works and understand the vocabulary associated
with child welfare and foster care.
4)	Learn about the issues of disproportionality and racism in the child welfare system and what is being done
to address these.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Read resource materials
and decide if you will use
the PowerPoint™ slides.

Read handouts.

Go over material in
slide presentation.

60 min

Read handouts.
Create vocabulary puzzle
pieces using glossary
and piece template.
Consider recruiting a
child welfare worker from
your state to co-facilitate.

Child welfare systems vary
from state to state. Go to your
state’s child welfare website for
information from your state.
Other resources:
• Disproportionality: The
Overrepresentation of Children
of Color in the Foster Care
System
• Solving the Data Puzzle:
Collecting and Sharing
Information to Improve
Educational Outcomes for
Children in Out-of-Home Care
(Both available from the Resource
Library at www.casey.org.)
• www.abanet.org/child/
education
•Quick Facts about Foster Care
(www.cwla.org)
• A Family’s Guide to the Child
Welfare System (www.cwla.org)

Review fact sheet
from Session 1.
Emphasize the
importance of
educators knowing
about the child
welfare system so
that when a new
student from out-ofhome care is at the
school, personnel are
familiar with what the
child is experiencing.
If child welfare
professionals are
participating in this
training, hand out
the Glossary of
Education Terms
when discussing
the child welfare
glossary.

• Some child welfare units also
have speaker bureaus that may
be an excellent resource for
Sessions 2 and 3.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Introductions, class
expectations, bin,
overview schedule

Participant agenda

Advance organizer:
State the purpose of
the day’s session—to
begin to understand
the foster care
system and learn
about who America’s
youth in out-of-home
care are.

Present 5 slides or
handouts describing
America’s youth in outof-home care.

Slides or handout

Discuss the slides
and highlighted
information from
the fact sheet.
Continually stress
the need for school
stability, transferring
school records
quickly, knowing
the child welfare
professional, and
providing a school
advocate for the
youth.

Jigsaw pieces

Read: A History of
Foster Care (optional
handout).
To assist youth in
out-of-home care,
one must have a
basic understanding
of the child welfare
system. It is a
complicated system
that has a relatively
short past. As with
education, child
welfare is a system
with its own lingo.

5 min

Topic
Who Are America’s
Youth in Out-ofHome Care?
10 min

Topic
The History of
the Child Welfare
System and Foster
Care
Vocabulary
Associated with
the Child Welfare
System

Highlight statistics from
the fact sheet from
Session 1.

Vocabulary and timeline
jigsaw – Participants
match year and
event and words with
definitions.
Vocabulary associated
with child welfare.

Glossary of Foster Care Terms
handout.
If child welfare workers are in
the group, provide them with
the Glossary of Education Terms
handout.

10 min

Present activities.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

In small groups,
participants outline the
youth’s journey in the
system, the people
involved in the journey,
and the placement
options throughout the
journey by reading and
discussing the handouts
and case studies.

The Child Welfare System

Invite a child welfare
professional to speak
to the participants of
how children enter
the system in your
location.

Understand the
Journey through
Foster Care and
the Permanency
Planning Options
through Case
Studies
20 min

Child welfare system process and
regulation
Case studies

If you are unable to
find a guest speaker,
use the following
presentation:
Background
information
Foster care is
designed as a
temporary service
that responds to the
need of youth and
families in crisis. It is
expected that youth
who enter the system
will be returned to
their families as
quickly as possible.
Unfortunately, this
does not always
happen. In the last
40 years, the number
of youth in care has
more than doubled
(from 272,000 in
1962 to 588,000
in 2000) and is
expected to reach
nearly one million
in this millennium.
Higher numbers of
children entering
the system than
exiting, high rates of
reentry into care, and
placement of children
in foster care through
other systems such
as mental health
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points
and juvenile justice
are contributing to
the rising numbers
of children in foster
care.
Proceed with
activities.

Topic

Present and discuss
the graphs showing the
racial/ethnic identity
of youth in foster care
compared to youth in the
general population.

Disproportionality graphs

Youth of color
are represented
disproportionately
in the child welfare
system. They
are also more
likely to have to
change foster care
placements, more
likely to experience
abuse or neglect
within the foster
homes, and
less likely to find
permanent homes.
Understanding
these discrepancies
is key to ultimately
making a difference
and changing these
circumstances.
Education can play
an important role in
this process.

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day.

Evaluation forms

Evaluation

5 min

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate).

Disproportional
Representation of
Youth of Color in the
Foster Care System
10 min

Complete evaluations.
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Session 2: Participant Agenda
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. part 1
Learning Objectives
1) Learn about who America’s youth in foster care are.
2)	Learn about the history of the foster care system and understand the vocabulary associated with child
welfare and foster care.
3)	Receive an overview of how the child welfare system works and understand the vocabulary associated
with child welfare and foster care.
4)	Learn about the issues of disproportionality and racism in the child welfare system and what is being done
to address these.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

10 min

Who are America’s youth in foster
care?

Lecture

10 min

The history of foster care and child
welfare

Match puzzle pieces to uncover the history of
care and commonly used terms

Vocabulary
20 min

The journey through care

Through handouts and case studies, outline
the journey a child takes from CPS report to
permanent placement

10 min

Disproportionality and racism

Discussion of graph

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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• They are more likely to be in special education
programs with disproportionate representation in
classes that are segregated.

• A number of recent studies revealed that only about
74% of youth in foster care graduate from high school
compared to 84% in the general population.

• Youth in care have lower grade point averages,
change schools more frequently, earn fewer credits
toward high school graduation, have lower scores on
state testing, and are more likely to be exempted
from state testing.

• They are more likely to be in special education
programs with disproportionate representation in
classes that are segregated.

Children in Out-of-Home Care Are
Struggling Academically (1)

• California, New York and Texas have the greatest
number of youth in foster care.

• The foster care system is disproportionately
represented by children of color.

• 29,500 youth emancipate from foster care each year.

• On any given day in this country, about 423,000 plus
children are a part of the foster care system.

• 700,000 plus children and youth will be a part of the
foster care system each year.

Who Are America’s Youth in Out-of-Home Care?

Children in Out-of-Home Care Are
Struggling Academically (1)

Endless Dreams
Session 2

Who Are
America’s
Youth in Outof-Home Care?

building educational support for youth in foster care | Endless Dreams |

21

• Over a third of young adults in the Midwest Study by
Chapin Hall reported having had 5 or more school
changes.

• Nearly 20% of children in foster care stay in care for
only one month and another 16% remain in care for 5
months or less. Over half of all children who leave
foster care will be returned home to their parents.

• Children and youth in out-of-home care experience on
average 3.2foster care placement changes per stay.

Youth in Out-of-Home Care Are Often Highly Mobile

• Studies also show that anywhere from 3% to 11% of
former youth from care graduate from college,
compared to about 28% of 25- to 34-year-olds in the
general population.

Children in Out-of-Home Care Are
Struggling Academically (1)

• Frequent school changes are associated with an
increased risk of failing a grade in school and of
repeated behavior problems.
• A university study found that by the 6th grade, students
who had changed schools 4 or more times had lost
approximately one year of educational growth.
• In a national study of 1,087 alumni from care, those who
had one fewer placement change per year were almost
twice as likely to graduate from high school before
leaving care.

Mobility Is Affecting the Education Outcomes
for Children in Foster Care

• Youth in out-of-home care on average read at only a
7th-grade level after completing 10th or 11th grade.

• Youth in foster care attending public schools scored
16 to 20 percentile points below non-foster youth in
statewide standardized tests.

Studies have shown that:

Children in Out-of-Home Care Are
Struggling Academically (2)

Early History of Foster Care
Some of the earliest documentation of children being cared for in foster homes can be found in the Old Testament
and in the Talmud. These references establish caring for dependent children as a duty under law. Early Christian
church records show that some children were boarded with “worthy widows,” who were paid by collections from
the congregation. It was the English Poor Laws, however, that led to the development and eventual regulation of
family foster care in the United States. In 1562, these laws allowed the placement of poor children into indentured
service until they came of age. This practice was imported to the U.S. and was the beginning of placing children
into homes. Even though indentured service permitted abuse and exploitation, it was a step forward from
almshouses, where children did not learn a trade and were exposed to horrendous surroundings and unsavory
adults. Various forms of indenturing children persisted into the first decade of the 20th century.
In 1636, less than 30 years after the founding of the Jamestown Colony, Benjamin Eaton, at the age of 7, became
this nation’s first foster child. In 1853, Charles Loring Brace began the free foster home movement. A minister
and director of the New York Children’s Aid Society, Brace was concerned about the large number of immigrant
children sleeping in the streets of New York. He devised a plan to provide them homes by advertising in the South
and West for families willing to provide free care to the children whether for charitable reasons or for whatever help
the children could be to them. In many cases, these children were placed in circumstances similar to indenture.
However, Brace’s daring and creative action became the foundation for the foster care movement as it exists
today.
As a result of the New York Children’s Aid Society’s placements, sectarian social agencies and state governments
became involved in foster home placements. Three states led the movement: Massachusetts, prior to 1865,
began paying board to families who took care of children too young to be indentured; Pennsylvania passed the
first licensing law in 1885, which made it a misdemeanor to care for two or more unrelated children without a
license; and South Dakota began providing subsidies to the Children’s Home Society after it was organized in
1893 for its public childcare work. During the early 1900s, social agencies began to supervise foster parents.
Records were kept, children’s individual needs were considered when placements were made, and the federal
government began supporting state inspections of family foster homes. Services were provided to natural families
to enable the child to return home, and foster parents were now seen as part of a professional team working to
find permanency for dependent children.
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History of Child Welfare Jigsaw Puzzle
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Glossary of Child Welfare Terms
Adjudicatory hearings
Hearings held by a juvenile or family court to determine whether a child has been maltreated or whether another
legal basis exists for the state to intervene to protect the child.

Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA)
Act signed into law November 1997 and designed to improve the safety of children, to promote adoption or other
permanent homes for children who need them, and to support families. This law requires CPS agencies to provide
more timely and focused assessment and intervention services to the children and families that are served within
the CPS system.

CASA
Court-appointed special advocate (usually a volunteer) who serves to ensure that the interests of a child in child
protection judicial proceedings are fully protected.

Case closure
The process of ending the relationship between the CPS worker and the family. This often involves a mutual
assessment of progress. Optimally, cases are closed when families have achieved their goals and the risk of
maltreatment has been reduced or eliminated.

Case plan
The casework document that outlines the outcomes, goals, and tasks necessary to reduce the risk of
maltreatment.

Child Protective Services (CPS)
The designated social services agency (in most states) to receive reports, investigate, and provide intervention
and treatment services to children and families in which child maltreatment has occurred. Frequently, this agency
is located within a larger public social service agency, such as the Department of Social Services.

Circle of families
An approach that provides treatment for youth with behavioral challenges within a family and community setting.
The approach is intended to prevent youth from having to go to residential treatment facilities.

Concurrent planning
Identifying alternative forms of permanency by addressing both reunification and legal permanency with a new
parent or caregiver if reunification efforts fail.

Cultural competence
A set of attitudes, behaviors, and policies that integrate knowledge about groups of people into practices and
standards to enhance the quality of services to all cultural groups being served.
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Dispositional hearings
Hearings held by the juvenile or family court to determine the disposition of children after cases have been
adjudicated, such as whether placement of the child in out-of-home care is necessary and what services the
children and family will need to reduce the risk of maltreatment and to address the effects of maltreatment.

Emancipation
A youth who is legally declared an adult (by a court) prior to age 18. A youth in foster care who is emancipated is
no longer a ward of the court (or in foster care).

Family group conferencing
A family meeting model used by CPS agencies to optimize family strengths in the planning process. This model
brings together the family, extended family, and others important in the family’s life (for example, friends, clergy,
neighbors) to make decisions regarding the safety of the family members in care.

Foster care
Care provided to youth when they are removed from their biological family’s custody and placed in state custody.
Foster care includes placement with relatives, foster families, group homes, shelters, and other placements for
children under the age of 18 or 21 (depending on individual state policy).

Full disclosure
CPS information given to the family regarding the steps in the intervention process, the requirements of CPS, the
expectations for the family, the consequences if the family does not fulfill the expectations, and the rights of the
parents to ensure that the family completely understands the process.

Guardian ad litem (GAL)
A lawyer or layperson who represents a child in juvenile or family court. Usually this person considers the “best
interest” of the child and may perform a variety of roles, including those of independent investigator, advocate,
advisor, and guardian for the child. A layperson who serves in this role is sometimes known as a court-appointed
special advocate (CASA).

Immunity
Legal protection established in all child abuse laws to shield mandated reporters (those who file reports of abuse
or neglect) from retaliatory civil law suits and criminal prosecution resulting from filing a report of child abuse and
neglect.

Independent Living Program (ILP)
A federally funded program providing services to youth in foster care age 14 or 16 and over to prepare for
adulthood. This program provides classes in life skills, vocational training, and equipment needed for job training.
It also provides funds for college scholarships, skills training, and rent assistance.
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Initial assessment or investigation
The stage of the CPS case process in which the CPS caseworker determines the validity of the child maltreatment
report, assesses the risk of maltreatment, determines if the child is safe, develops a safety plan if needed to
ensure the child’s protection, and determines services needed.

Intake
The stage of the CPS case process in which the CPS caseworker screens and accepts reports of child
maltreatment.

Juvenile and family courts
Courts established in most states to resolve conflict and otherwise intervene in the lives of families in a manner
that promotes the best interest of children. These courts specialize in areas such as child maltreatment, domestic
violence, juvenile delinquency, divorce, child custody, and child support.

Kinship care
Formal child placement by the juvenile court and child welfare agency in the home of a child’s relative.

Mandated reporter
An individual required by state statutes to report suspected child abuse and neglect to the proper authorities
(usually CPS or law enforcement agencies). Mandated reporters typically include professionals such as educators
and other school personnel, health care and mental health professionals, social workers, childcare providers, and
law enforcement officers. Some states identify all citizens as mandated reporters.

Neglect
The failure to provide for the child’s basic needs. Neglect can be physical, educational, or emotional. Physical
neglect can include not providing adequate food or clothing, appropriate medical care, supervision, or proper
weather protection (heat or coats). Educational neglect includes failure to provide appropriate schooling or
meet special educational needs, or allowing excessive truancies. Psychological neglect includes the lack of any
emotional support and love, chronic inattention to the child, exposure to spouse abuse, or drug and alcohol
abuse.

Notice of hearings
A notice telling the parties involved in a case when and where a hearing will take place. The term parties includes,
for example, parents, attorneys, guardians ad litem, and the child’s caseworker.

Out-of-home care
Child care, foster care, or residential care provided by persons, organizations, and institutions to children who are
placed outside their families, usually under the jurisdiction of juvenile or family court.

Permanency planning
Caseworker-coordinated services for the youth and family to fix the problems that led to the youth’s placement in
state custody. The goal is to ensure a long-term placement for the youth, which may be the original home, longterm foster care until age 18 or 21, or placement for adoption.
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Physical abuse
The inflicting of a non-accidental physical injury upon a child. This may include burning, hitting, punching, shaking,
kicking, beating, or otherwise harming a child, or may consist of discipline or physical punishment inappropriate to
the child’s age.

Psychological maltreatment
A pattern of caregiver behavior or extreme incidents that conveys to children they are worthless, flawed, unloved,
unwanted, endangered, or of value only to meet another’s needs. Psychological maltreatment can include parents
or caretakers using extreme or bizarre forms of punishment or threatening or terrorizing a child. Psychological
maltreatment is also known as emotional abuse or neglect, verbal abuse, or mental abuse.

Respite care
Temporary care for a youth in foster care, intended to give either the youth or foster parent (or provider) a break.

Response time
A determination made by CPS and law enforcement regarding the immediacy of the response needed to a report
of child abuse or neglect.

Reunification
Services that can bring a family back together by working on the problems that caused the separation of the
youth from the family.

Review hearings
Hearings held (usually every six months) by the juvenile and family court to review dispositions and determine the
need to maintain placement in out-of-home care or court jurisdiction over a child.

Risk
The likelihood a child will be maltreated in the future.

Risk assessment
Assessing and measuring the likelihood a child will be maltreated in the future, frequently through the use of
checklists, matrices, scales, and other methods of measurement.

Risk factors
Behaviors and conditions present in the child, parent, or family that will likely contribute to child maltreatment
occurring in the future.

Safety assessment
Part of the CPS case process in which available information is analyzed to identify whether a child is in immediate
danger of moderate or serious harm.

building educational support for youth in foster care | Endless Dreams |

27

Safety plan
A casework document developed when it is determined the child is in imminent or potential
risk of serious harm. In the safety plan, the caseworker targets the factors causing or contributing
to the risk of imminent serious harm to the child, and identifies, in conjunction with the family,
those interventions that will control the safety factors and ensure the child’s protection.

Service agreement
The casework document developed between the CPS caseworker and the family that outlines
the tasks necessary to achieve goals and outcomes necessary for risk reduction.

Service provision
The stage of the CPS casework process when CPS and other service providers provide
specific services geared toward the reduction of risk of maltreatment.

Sexual abuse
Inappropriate adolescent or adult sexual behavior with a child, including fondling a child’s
genitals, making the child fondle the adult’s genitals, intercourse, incest, rape, sodomy,
exhibitionism, sexual exploitation, and exposure to pornography. To be considered child
abuse, these acts have to be committed by a person responsible for the care of a child
(for example. a baby-sitter, parent, or daycare provider) or related to the child. If a stranger
commits these acts, it would be considered sexual assault and handled solely by the police
and criminal courts.

Substantiated
An investigation disposition concluding that the allegation of maltreatment or risk of
maltreatment was supported or founded by state law or state policy. A CPS determination
means that credible evidence exists that child abuse or neglect has occurred.

Surrogate parent
A person (usually a foster parent or care provider) appointed by the Department of Education
to ensure that a youth’s special education needs are being met.

Termination of parental rights (TPR)

Adapted from D. DePanfilis & M.
Salus. (2003). Child protective
services: A guide for caseworkers.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services,
Office on Child Abuse and Neglect.
Retrieved February 10, 2005 from
the National Clearinghouse on Child
Abuse and Neglect Information
(http://nccanch.acf.hhs.gov/pubs/
usermanuals/cps/index.cfm).

If family reunification has been ruled out and adoption is a possibility for the child, the child
welfare department may petition (request) for termination of the parents’ rights to the child. If
the court terminates parental rights, that means the child is free for adoption. It also means the
biological parents of the child no longer have legal rights pertaining to the child (they have no
access to information about the child, don’t work with the child’s caseworker any longer, etc.).

Unsubstantiated (not substantiated)
An investigation disposition that determines that there is not sufficient evidence under state
law or policy to conclude that a child has been maltreated or is at risk of maltreatment. A CPS
determination means that credible evidence does not exist that child abuse or neglect has
occurred.
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Glossary of Education Terms
Accountability
Policies developed to hold schools and school systems responsible for the academic results of their students.

Achievement gap
The difference in school achievement among different groups of students such as racial/ethnic groups, income
levels, etc.

Annual review
The review of a statement of special educational needs that an LEA (local education agency) must review within
12 months of making the statement.

Alternative assessment
An assessment in which students originate a response to a task or question. Such responses could include
demonstrations, exhibits, portfolios, oral presentations, or essays.

Autistic spectrum disorder
Pupils with autistic spectrum disorder find it difficult to 1) understand and use non-verbal and verbal
communication, 2) understand social behavior, 3) think and behave flexibly. These may be shown in restricted or
repetitive activities.

AYP/adequate yearly progress
A signaling system to tell whether schools are on track to teach all students what they need to know in each
school year.

Behaviorism
A theory suggesting that learning occurs when an environmental stimulus triggers a response or behavior. Based
on classical conditioning theory, behaviorism applies to educational practices that reward performance behaviors
to encourage repetition of those behaviors. Rote memorization and drill-and-practice instruction are supported by
behaviorist theory.

Benchmark
Statement that provides a description of student knowledge expected at specific grades, ages, or developmental
levels. Benchmarks often are used in conjunction with standards.

Coaching
An instructional method in which a teacher supports students as they perfect old skills and acquire new skills.

Cognitive science
A science investigating how people learn rather than what they learn. Prior knowledge and out-of-classroom
experience help form the foundation on which teachers build effective instruction.

Collaborative learning or cooperative learning
An instructional approach in which students of varying abilities and interests work together in small groups to
solve a problem, complete a project, or achieve a common goal.
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Constructivism
Theory suggesting that students learn by constructing their own knowledge, especially through hands-on
exploration. It emphasizes that the context in which an idea is presented, as well as student attitude and behavior,
affects learning. Students learn by incorporating new information into what they already know.

Data-driven decision making
A process of making decisions about curriculum and instruction based on the analysis of classroom data and
standardized test data. Data-driven decision making uses data on function, quantity and quality of inputs, and
how students learn to suggest educational solutions. It is based on the assumption that scientific methods used
to solve complex problems in industry can effectively evaluate educational policy, programs, and methods.

Disaggregate
To breakdown information by different groups either by race, ethnicity, income levels, gender, foster care status.

Distance learning
Using technology such as two-way interactive television, teacher and student(s) in different locations may
communicate with one another as in a regular classroom setting.

Dyscalculia
Students with dyscalculia have difficulty in acquiring mathematical skills. Students may have difficulty
understanding simple number concepts, lack an intuitive grasp of numbers, and have problems learning number
facts and procedures.

Dyslexia
Students with dyslexia have a marked and persistent difficulty in learning to read, write, and spell, despite
progress in other areas. Students may have poor reading comprehension, handwriting, and punctuation. They
may also have difficulties in concentration and organization and in remembering sequences of words. They may
mispronounce common words or reverse letters and sounds in words.

Dyspraxia
Students with dyspraxia are affected by an impairment or immaturity of the organization of movement, often
appearing clumsy. Gross and fine motor skills are hard to learn and difficult to retain and generalize. Students may
have poor balance and co-ordination and may be hesitant in many actions (running, skipping, hopping, holding a
pencil, doing jigsaws, etc). Their articulation may also be immature and their language late to develop. They may
also have poor awareness of body position and poor social skills.

Equity
The state of educational impartiality and fairness in which all children—minorities and non-minorities, males and
females, successful students and those who fall behind, students with special needs and students who have
been denied access in the past—receive a high-quality education and have equal access to the services they
need in order to benefit from that education.
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Facilitator
A role for classroom teachers that allows students to take a more active role in learning. Teachers assist
students in making connections between classroom instruction and students’ own knowledge and experiences
by encouraging students to create new solutions, by challenging their assumptions, and by asking probing
questions.

Heterogeneous grouping
Grouping together students of varying abilities, interests, or ages.

Individualized Education Program (IEP)
A mandated requirement of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). An IEP is required for any pupil
in the public schools who is found to meet the federal or state requirements for special education and related
services.

Integration/Mainstreaming
Educating children with special educational needs together with children without special educational needs in
mainstream schools wherever possible, and ensuring that children with special educational needs engage in the
activities of the school together with children who do not have special educational needs.

Interdisciplinary curriculum
A curriculum that consciously applies the methodology and language from more than one discipline to examine a
central theme, issue, problem, topic, or experience.

LEA/local education agency
A school district.

Learner-centered classroom
Classroom in which students are encouraged to choose their own learning goals and projects. This approach
is based on the belief that students have a natural inclination to learn, learn better when they work on real or
authentic tasks, benefit from interacting with diverse groups of people, and learn best when teachers understand
and value the difference in how each student learns.

Modeling
Demonstrating to the learner how to do a task, with the expectation that the learner can copy the model.
Modeling often involves thinking aloud or talking about how to work through a task.

Moderate learning difficulty (MLD)
Students with moderate learning difficulties will have attainments significantly below expected levels in most
areas of the curriculum, despite appropriate interventions. Their needs will not be able to be met by normal
differentiation and the flexibilities of the National Curriculum. They should only be recorded as MLD if additional
educational provision is being made to help them to access the curriculum. Students with moderate learning
difficulties have much greater difficulty than their peers in acquiring basic literacy and numeric skills and in
understanding concepts. They may also have associated speech and language delay, low self-esteem, low levels
of concentration, and under-developed social skills.
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Multi-sensory impairment (MSI)
Students with multi-sensory impairment have a combination of visual and hearing difficulties. They are sometimes
referred to as deaf/blind but may have some residual sight and/or hearing. Many also have additional disabilities
but their complex needs mean that it may be difficult to ascertain their intellectual abilities. Students with multisensory impairment have much greater difficulties in accessing the curriculum and the environment than those
with a single sensory impairment. They have difficulties in perception and communication and in the acquisition of
information. Incidental learning is limited. The combination can result in high anxiety and multi-sensory deprivation.

Open-ended question
A question that has many avenues of access and allows students to respond in a variety of ways. Such questions
have more than one correct answer.

Open-ended task
A performance task in which students are required to generate a solution or response to a problem when there is
no single correct answer.

Opportunity gap
Differences in resources available to different schools for buildings, money, teachers, and other resources such as
those in the home, neighborhood libraries, computers, home reference materials.

Outcome-based education
An integrated system of educational programs that aligns specific student outcomes, instructional methods, and
assessment.

Performance assessment
Systematic and direct observation of a student performance or examples of student performances and ranking
according to pre-established performance criteria. Students are assessed on the result as well as the process
engaged in a complex task or creation of a product.

Portfolio assessment
An assessment process that is based on the collection of student work (such as written assignments, drafts,
artwork, and presentations) that represents competencies, exemplary work, or the student’s developmental
progress.

Prior knowledge
The total of an individual’s knowledge at any given time.

Problem solving
A method of learning in which students evaluate their thinking and progress while solving problems. The process
includes strategy discussion—determining solution strategies to similar problems and pinpointing additional
problems within the context of their investigation.
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Rubrics
Specific criteria or guidelines used to evaluate student work.

Scaffolding
An instructional technique in which the teacher breaks a complex task into smaller tasks, models the desired
learning strategy or task, provides support as students learn to do the task, and then gradually shifts responsibility
to the students. In this manner, a teacher enables students to accomplish as much of a task as possible without
adult assistance.

Severe learning difficulty (SLD)
Students with severe learning difficulties have significant intellectual or cognitive impairments. This has a major
effect on their ability to participate in the school curriculum without support. They may also have difficulties in
mobility and co-ordination, communication and perception, and the acquisition of self-help skills. Students with
severe learning difficulties will need support in all areas of the curriculum. They may also require teaching of selfhelp, independence, and social skills. Some pupils may use sign and symbols but most will be able to hold simple
conversations.

Standardized tests
Assessments that are administered and scored in exactly the same way for all students. Traditional standardized
tests are typically mass-produced and machine-scored; they are designed to measure skills and knowledge
that are thought to be taught to all students in a fairly standardized way. Performance assessments also can be
standardized if they are administered and scored in the same way for all students.

Standards
Statements of what students should know and be able to demonstrate. Various standards have been developed
by national organizations, state departments of education, districts, and schools.

Supplemental services
Services provided outside the regular school day to help students reach proficiency. These are paid for with
Federal Title 1 funds and are only available to certain schools.

Systemic reform
Change that occurs in all aspects and levels of the educational process and that impacts all stakeholders within
the process—students, teachers, parents, administrators, and community members—with implications for all
components, including curriculum, assessment, professional development, instruction, and compensation.

Transition plan
A plan that should form part of the first annual review after the child’s 14th birthday, and any subsequent annual
review. The purpose of the plan is to draw together information from a range of individuals within and beyond the
school, in order to plan coherently for the young person’s transition to adult life.
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Quick Facts about Foster Care
www.cwla.org/printable/printpage.asp

Children in Care
513,000 children were in the U.S. foster care system on September 30, 2005. Most children are placed
temporarily in foster care due to parental abuse or neglect.

Age of Children in Foster Care
Average age: 10.0 years

Age

Percentage

Younger than 1 year

6%

Age 1-5

26%

Age 6-10 years

20%

Age 11-15 years

28%

Age 16-18 years

18%

Over 18

2%

Race/Ethnicity
As a percentage, there are more children of color in the foster care system than in the general U.S. population.
However, child abuse and neglect occur at about the same rate in all racial/ethnic groups.
Read the report, Children of Color in the Child Welfare System, from CWLA’s National Data Analysis System.

Ethnicity

Out-of-Home Care

General Population

Black, Non-Hispanic

32%

15%

White, Non-Hispanic

41%

61%

Hispanic

18%

17%

American Indian/Alaska Native, Non-Hispanic

2%

1%

Asian/Pacific Islander, Non-Hispanic

1%

3%

Unknown

2%

N/A

Two or More Races, Non-Hispanic

3%

4%

Gender

Percentage

Male

52%

Female

48%
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Length of Stay
For the children in foster care on September 30, 2005, the average amount of time they had been in the system
was 28.6 months. Half of those leaving care that year had been away from home for a year or longer. 54% of the
young people leaving the system were reunified with their birth parents or primary caregivers.

Foster Homes
In 2004, there was a total of 153,000 licensed/certified/approved kinship and non-relative foster homes
nationwide. In 2005, 24% of youth living in foster care were residing with their relatives.

Adoptions
In 2005, 60% of adopted children were adopted by their foster parent(s). The “foster parent” category excludes
anyone identified as a relative of the child. 25% of children adopted in FY 2005 were adopted by a relative. A
“relative” includes a step-parent or other relative of the child.

Siblings and Extended Families
Over 2 million American children live with grandparents or other relatives because their parents cannot care for
them. When relatives provide foster care (known as kinship care), siblings can often stay together. Kinship care
also improves stability by keeping displaced children closer to their extended families, their neighborhoods, and
their schools.

Youth in Transition
Each year, an estimated 20,000 young people “age out” of the U.S. foster care system. Many are only 18 years
old and still need support and services. Several foster care alumni studies show that without a lifelong connection
to a caring adult, these older youth are often left vulnerable to a host of adverse situations:
Outcome

National

Regional/Local

Earned a high school diploma

54%

50%-63%

Obtained BA or higher

2%

2%

Became a parent

84%

42%

Were unemployed

51%

30%

Had no health insurance
(unable to obtain health care
because they lacked health
insurance or sufficient money)

30%

29%

Had been homeless

25%

36%

Receiving public assistance

30%

26%
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More statistics regarding youth after foster care can be found at www.cwla.org/programs/fostercare/
factsheetafter.htm.

Sources
Facts about Children in Foster Care
Used with permission from the Child Welfare League of America, National Data Analysis System.
For more information, contact the Director of Family Foster Care Services (fostercare@cwla.org).
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How the Child Welfare System Works
www.childwelfare.gov
The child welfare system is a group of services designed to promote the well-being of
children by ensuring safety, achieving permanency, and strengthening families to successfully
care for their children. While the primary responsibility for child welfare services rests with
the States, the Federal Government plays a major role in supporting States in the delivery of
services through funding of programs and legislative initiatives.
The primary responsibility for implementing Federal child and family legislative mandates
rests with the Children’s Bureau, within the Administration on Children, Youth and Families,
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
The Children’s Bureau works with State and local agencies to develop programs that focus
on preventing the abuse of children in troubled families, protecting children from abuse, and
finding permanent families for those who cannot safely return to their parents.

The Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act
The Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA), originally passed in 1974, brought
national attention to the need to protect vulnerable children in the United States. CAPTA
provides Federal funding to States in support of prevention, assessment, investigation,
prosecution, and treatment activities as well as grants to public agencies and nonprofit
organizations for demonstration programs and projects. Additionally, CAPTA identifies the
Federal role in supporting research, evaluation, technical assistance, and data collection
activities. CAPTA also sets forth a minimum definition of child abuse and neglect. Since
it was signed into law, CAPTA has been amended several times. It was most recently
amended and reauthorized on June 25, 2003, by the Keeping Children and Families Safe
Act of 2003 (P.L. 108-36). To see the 2003 amendment to CAPTA, visit: www.acf.hhs.gov/
programs/cb/laws_policies/cblaws/capta03/index.htm
Most families first become involved with their local child welfare system due to a report
of suspected child abuse or neglect (sometimes called “child maltreatment”). Child
maltreatment is defined by CAPTA as serious harm (neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse,
and emotional abuse or neglect) caused to children by parents or primary caregivers, such
as extended family members or babysitters.1 Child maltreatment also can include harm that
a caregiver allows to happen or does not prevent from happening to a child. In general, child
welfare agencies do not intervene in cases of harm to children caused by acquaintances or
strangers. These cases are the responsibility of law enforcement.2
The child welfare system is not a single entity. Many organizations in each community work
together to strengthen families and keep children safe. Public agencies, such as departments
of social services or child and family services, often contract and collaborate with private
child welfare agencies and community-based organizations to provide services to families,
such as in-home family preservation services, foster care, residential treatment, mental health
care, substance abuse treatment, parenting skills classes, employment assistance, and
financial or housing assistance.

1

 ach State has its own laws that
E
define child abuse and neglect for
purposes of stating the reporting
obligations of individuals and
describing required State/local
child protective services agency
interventions. For State-by-State
information about civil laws related
to child abuse and neglect, visit
the Child Welfare Information
Gateway website at www.
childwelfare.gov/systemwide/
laws_policies/state.

2

 hile some States authorize child
W
protective services agencies to
respond to all reports of alleged
child maltreatment, other States
authorize law enforcement to
respond to certain types of
maltreatment, such as sexual or
physical abuse.
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Child welfare systems are complex, and their specific procedures vary widely by State. The
purpose of this factsheet is to give a brief overview of the purposes and functions of child
welfare from a national perspective. Child welfare systems typically:
• Receive and investigate reports of possible child abuse and neglect
•	Provide services to families who need assistance in the protection and care of their
children
• Arrange for children to live with foster families when they are not safe at home
•	Arrange for adoption or other permanent family connections for children leaving foster
care
Appendix A (p. 42) provides a graphic overview of the process described in the following
sections.

What happens when possible abuse or neglect is reported?
Any concerned person can report suspicions of child abuse or neglect. Most reports are
made by people who are required by State law to report suspicions of child abuse and
neglect—mandatory reporters.3 As of January 2008, statutes in approximately 18 States and
Puerto Rico require any person who suspects child abuse or neglect to report it.4 Reports
of possible child abuse and neglect are generally received by child protective services
(CPS) workers and either “screened in” or “screened out.” A report is screened in if there is
sufficient information to suggest an investigation is warranted. A report may be screened
out if there is not enough information on which to follow up or if the situation reported does
not meet the State’s legal definition of abuse or neglect.5 In these instances, the worker may
refer the person reporting the incident to other community services or law enforcement for
additional help.

3

 ee Mandatory Reporters of
S
Child Abuse and Neglect www.
childwelfare.gov/systemwide/
laws_policies/statutes/manda.
cfm) and Making and Screening
Reports of Child Abuse and
Neglect (www.childwelfare.
gov/systemwide/laws_policies/
statutes/repproc.cfm), available
from Child Welfare Information
Gateway. (www.childwelfare.
gov/pubs/factsheets/cpswork.
cfm#backthree)

4

 he word approximately is used
T
to stress the fact that States
frequently amend their laws.

5

 ee Definitions of Child Abuse
S
and Neglect (www.childwelfare.
gov/systemwide/laws_policies/
statutes/define.cfm), available
from Child Welfare Information
Gateway.

In 2006, an estimated total of 3.3 million referrals involving 6 million children were made to
CPS agencies. Approximately 61.7 percent were screened in, and more than 38.3 percent
were screened out (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [HHS], 2008).

What happens after a report is “screened in”?
CPS workers, often called investigators, respond within a particular time period, which
may be anywhere from a few hours to a few days, depending on the type of maltreatment
alleged, the potential severity of the situation, and requirements under State law. They may
speak with the parents and other people in contact with the child, such as doctors, teachers,
or childcare providers. They also may speak with the child, alone or in the presence of
caregivers, depending on the child’s age and level of risk. Children who are believed to be
in immediate danger may be moved to a shelter, foster care placement, or a relative’s home
during the investigation and while court proceedings are pending. An investigator’s primary
purpose is to determine if the child is safe, if abuse or neglect has occurred, and if there is a
risk of it occurring again.
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Some jurisdictions now employ an alternative response system. In these jurisdictions, when risk to the children
involved is considered to be low, the CPS caseworker may focus on assessing family strengths, resources,
and difficulties and identifying supports and services needed, rather than on gathering evidence to confirm the
occurrence of abuse or neglect.
At the end of an investigation, CPS workers typically make one of two findings—”unsubstantiated” (“unfounded”)
or “substantiated” (“founded”). These terms vary from State to State. Typically, a finding of “unsubstantiated”
means there is insufficient evidence for the worker to conclude that a child was abused or neglected, or what
happened does not meet the legal definition of child abuse or neglect. A finding of “substantiated” typically
means an incident of child abuse or neglect, as defined by State law, is believed to have occurred. Some States
have additional categories, such as “unable to determine,” that suggest there was not enough evidence to either
confirm or refute that abuse or neglect occurred.
The agency will initiate a court action if it determines that the authority of the juvenile court (through a child
protection or dependency proceeding) is necessary to keep the child safe. To protect the child, the court can
issue temporary orders placing the child in shelter care during the investigation, ordering services, or ordering
certain individuals to have no contact with the child. At an adjudicatory hearing, the court hears evidence and
decides whether maltreatment occurred and whether the child should be under the continuing jurisdiction of the
court. The court then enters a disposition, either at that hearing or at a separate hearing, which may result in the
court ordering a parent to comply with services necessary to ameliorate the abuse or neglect. Orders can also
contain provisions regarding visitation between the parent and the child, agency obligations to provide the parent
with services, and services needed by the child.
In 2006, approximately 905,000 children were found to be victims of child abuse or neglect (HHS, 2008).

What happens in substantiated (founded) cases?
If a child has been abused or neglected, the course of action depends on State policy, the severity of the
maltreatment, an assessment of the child’s immediate safety, the risk of continued or future maltreatment, the
services available to address the family’s needs, and whether the child was removed from the home and a court
action to protect the child was initiated. The following general options are available:
•	No or low risk—The family’s case may be closed with no services if the maltreatment was a one-time
incident, the child is considered to be safe, there is no or low risk of future incidents, and any services the
family needs will not be provided through the child welfare agency but through other community-based
resources and service systems.
•	Low to moderate risk—Referrals may be made to community-based or voluntary in-home CPS services
if the CPS worker believes the family would benefit from these services and the child’s present and future
safety would be enhanced. This may happen even when no abuse or neglect is found, if the family needs
and is willing to participate in services.
•	Moderate to high risk—The family may again be offered voluntary in-home CPS services to address
safety concerns and help ameliorate the risks. If these are refused, the agency may seek intervention
by the juvenile dependency court. Once there is a judicial determination that abuse or neglect occurred,
juvenile dependency court may require the family to cooperate with in-home CPS services if it is believed
that the child can remain safely at home while the family addresses the issues contributing to the risk of
future maltreatment. If the child has been seriously harmed, is considered to be at high risk of serious
harm, or the child’s safety is threatened, the court may order the child’s removal from the home or affirm
the agency’s prior removal of the child. The child may be placed with a relative or in foster care.
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In 2006, an estimated 312,000 children were removed from their homes as a result of a child
abuse investigation or assessment. Nearly two-thirds (63.6 percent) of the victims who were
removed from their homes suffered from neglect; 8.6 percent from physical abuse; 3.2
percent from sexual abuse; and 16.8 percent from multiple types of maltreatment (HHS, 2008).

What happens to people who abuse children?
People who are found to have abused or neglected a child are generally offered support and
treatment services or are required by a juvenile dependency court to participate in services
that will help keep their children safe. In more severe cases or fatalities, police are called
upon to investigate and may file charges in criminal court against the perpetrators of child
maltreatment. In many States certain types of abuse, such as sexual abuse and serious
physical abuse, are routinely referred to law enforcement.
Whether or not criminal charges are filed, the perpetrator’s name may be placed on a State
child maltreatment registry if abuse or neglect is confirmed. A registry is a central database
that collects information about maltreated children and individuals who are found to have
abused or neglected those children.6 These registries are usually confidential and used for
internal child protective purposes only. However, they may be used in background checks for
certain professions, such as those working with children, so children will be protected from
contact with individuals who may mistreat them.

What happens to children who enter foster care?

6

7

 or more information about these
F
databases, see Establishment and
Maintenance of Central Registries
for Child Abuse Reports (www.
childwelfare.gov/systemwide/
laws_policies/statutes/centreg.
cfm), available from Child Welfare
Information Gateway. (www.
childwelfare.gov/pubs/factsheets/
cpswork.cfm#backsix)
 nder the Adoption and Safe
U
Families Act (ASFA), while
reasonable efforts to preserve and
reunify families are still required,
State agencies are required to
seek termination of the parentchild relationship when a child
has been in foster care for 15 of
the most recent 22 months. This
requirement does not apply (at the
State’s option) if a child is cared
for by a relative, if the termination
is not in the best interest of the
child, or if the State has not
provided adequate services for
the family. (www.childwelfare.
gov/pubs/factsheets/cpswork.
cfm#backseven)

Most children in foster care are placed with relatives or foster families, but some may be
placed in group homes. While a child is in foster care, he or she attends school and should
receive medical care and other services as needed. The child’s family also receives services
to support their efforts to reduce the risk of future maltreatment and to help them, in most
cases, be reunited with their child. Parents may visit their children on a predetermined basis.
Visits also are arranged between siblings, if they cannot be placed together.
Every child in foster care should have a permanency plan that describes where the child
will live after he or she leaves foster care. Families typically participate in developing a
permanency plan for the child and a service plan for the family. These plans guide the
agency’s work. Except in unusual and extreme circumstances, every child’s plan is first
focused on reunification with parents. If the efforts toward reunification are not successful,
the plan may be changed to another permanent arrangement, such as adoption or transfer
of custody to a relative.7 Whether or not they are adopted, older youth in foster care should
receive support in developing some form of permanent family connection, in addition to
transitional or independent living services to assist them in being self-sufficient when they
leave foster care between the ages of 18 and 21.
Federal law requires the court to hold a permanency hearing, which determines the
permanent plan for the child, within 12 months after the child enters foster care and every 12
months thereafter. Many courts review each case more frequently to ensure that the agency
is actively pursuing permanency for the child.
In fiscal year 2003, 55 percent of children leaving foster care were returned to their parents.
The median length of stay in foster care was 12 months. The average age of a child exiting
foster care was 10 years old (HHS, 2006).
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Summary
The goal of the child welfare system is to promote the safety, permanency, and well-being of children and families.
Even among children who enter foster care, most children will leave the child welfare system safely to the care of
their birth family, a relative, or an adoptive home.
For more detailed information about the child welfare system, please refer to the resources listed below. For more
information about the child welfare system in your State or local jurisdiction, contact your local public child welfare
agency.
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Appendix A: The Child Welfare System
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Child Welfare System Process and Regulations
Event

Timeframe Requirements

Purpose

Report to Child
Protective Services
(CPS)

Immediately upon witnessing abuse
or neglect of child, especially for
mandated reporters

To ensure child’s safety

CPS investigation

Determined by nature of allegations

To ensure child’s safety

Placement in outof-home care

Determined by nature of allegations

To ensure child is in a safe environment

Dependency
petition

Determined by nature of allegations

To file specific allegations against the parents
or child’s caretaker concerning the safety of the
child

Shelter care
hearing

Within 72 hours (excluding
weekends and holidays) after the
child is placed in out-of-home care

To decide whether the child should be returned
home, remain in shelter care, or be placed with
a relative

Continued shelter
care hearings

Every 30 days until fact finding or
dismissal of the petition

To ensure the child’s case is consistently
reviewed so that the child does not remain in
shelter care longer than necessary

Fact-finding
hearing

No later than 75 days after the
filing of the dependency petition,
unless exceptional reasons for a
continuance are found

To decide if the child is dependent under the
definition of the relevant law

Disposition
hearing

Immediately after the entry of
the findings of fact, unless good
cause exists for continuing. If good
cause is shown, the case may be
continued for longer than 14 days

To produce a case plan that sets forth actions
to be taken by the family, Department of
Children and Family Services (DCFS), and other
professionals to strengthen the home situation,
while keeping the child safe

Dependency
review hearing

In court 6 months from placement
or within 90 days of entry on the
disposition order; subsequent
reviews are held within 6-month
intervals after the first hearing

To examine in court the status of child and
family, placement and needs of child; examine
services offered reunification efforts, placement
efforts and goals.
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Event

Timeframe Requirements

Purpose

Permanency
planning hearing

Shall be held in all cases where the
child has remained in out-of-home
care for at least 9 months without
an adoption decree, guardianship
order, or permanent custody order

Parties present information for the court to
produce a plan to achieve a safe, permanent
home for the child within a reasonable time

The hearing shall take place no
later than 12 months following the
commencement of the current
placement episode
Termination of
parental rights
(TPR)

Generally, a minimum of 6 months
must transpire after the child has
been removed from the home
before a petition for TPR may be
filed; however, TPR may be filed
at any time after a dependency is
established

The judge must decide if one or more grounds
exist and whether it is in the child’s best
interest for the rights of his or her parents to be
terminated

Post-termination
review hearing

Every 6 months, the court must
review the permanency plan and
efforts to achieve the plan

To review the status of the child in the postTPR process until a safe, permanent home is
achieved.

Permanent
placement

In cases where the child is legally
free for adoption and adoption
has been identified as the primary
permanency goal: the goal is to
complete the adoption within 6
months following the entry of the
termination order

To ensure the child has a safe, supportive, and
permanent home
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Case Studies
Case Study 1
Amy (age 9) and her two sisters entered the foster care system about four years ago because of substantiation
of abuse by their mother. Their initial placement was with their maternal grandmother out of state, but because of
severe disruptive behaviors, the sisters were brought back to their home state and placed in foster homes. After
one year of being in the foster care system, the girls were reunified with their mother upon her completion of the
case plan.
In May, Amy reentered the foster care system after the school she attended reported signs of abuse (bruising)
to Child Protective Services. An investigation substantiated physical abuse by the mother. The state then took
temporary custody of Amy, and she was immediately taken to a shelter. A dependency petition was filed. A
preliminary protective hearing was held within a few days of her removal to decide on Amy’s placement, the
family case plan, and visitation. At that time, Amy’s caseworker requested court approval for a concurrent plan of
reunification with mother and placement in a foster/adoptive home. The court granted the request because of the
mother’s previous involvement in CPS. A settlement hearing was set for 30 days later.
At the hearing, Amy’s mother agreed to the allegations of the dependency, and Amy was adjudicated dependent
(a ward of the court). The state located a foster/adoptive home that would take Amy and moved her to her new
home.
Ninety days later, Amy’s new case manager reported at her dependency review hearing that her mother had not
contacted him or attended scheduled visits in the past few weeks. Another 90-day period passed, and Amy was
functioning well in her new home and in her new school, but her mother still had had no contact with the case
manager.
The case manager asked the court for an expedited permanency hearing to sever the mother’s parental rights and
begin the adoption process. The judge approved the request, and the permanency hearing was scheduled for
30 days later. At that hearing, the judge approved the plan for severance and adoption, and an initial severance
hearing was set for 30 days later. The judge ordered the attorney general to file the motion to terminate parental
rights within 10 days. The motion was approved at the initial severance hearing. Amy’s mother did not attend the
meeting, and Amy’s case was transferred to the adoption unit.
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Case Study 2
Kevin was an 8-year-old living with his grandmother when he entered the foster care system. Kevin’s out-of-home
care started when he was much younger, however. He, his parents, and his half-brother were in a car accident
in which his mother and brother died. Kevin’s father suffered mental and physical turmoil after the accident.
He became despondent, started using drugs, and could no longer take care of his son. Kevin was left with
his paternal grandmother. As time went on, Kevin’s dad visited less and less, became steadily more mentally
tormented, and increased his drug use. On the few occasions he visited, the grandmother would not let him see
Kevin.
Kevin’s dad returned to town and took Kevin from school without knowledge of the grandmother. The dad and
Kevin returned within a few days, but Kevin began having night terrors. His dad then started writing threatening
letters to Kevin and his grandmother. The grandmother called Child Protective Services. An investigator was
called out, and emotional abuse by the father was substantiated.
A dependency petition was filed that dissolved the guardianship of his grandmother and put Kevin in the state’s
care; however, he was left in the physical care of his grandmother. A hearing (preliminary protective hearing) was
held to determine the case plan, visitation, and placement for Kevin. At that hearing, Kevin’s dad disputed the
dependency, so a contested dependency trial was set up. Kevin’s dad lost that trial, and Kevin was adjudicated
dependent.
Kevin’s dad now had a number of services he needed to receive such as substance abuse treatment and
parenting classes to get his son back. Every 90 days, Kevin’s case was reviewed in a dependency hearing by a
juvenile court judge. Kevin’s father attended two hearings and then had no contact with the case manager. After
a year, Kevin’s case was taken to a permanency hearing, where the case manager proposed severance from
his dad and adoption by Kevin’s grandmother. Kevin’s dad had one more chance of getting his son back. He
could request a severance trial at the initial severance hearing. Kevin’s dad did not attend the hearing. Kevin’s
relationship with his dad was severed, and his case was transferred to the adoption unit.
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Case Study 3
Baby Joe was born in November 2002 at the local hospital. Hospital officials called the Child Protective Services
hotline after Baby Joe tested positive for prenatal exposure to drugs.
The investigator assigned to the case interviewed the doctor and looked over the medical records. She then
interviewed the parents (Mom, 35, and Dad, 22) and checked the safety of the home. The investigator then filed
a dependency petition stating that Baby Joe had been exposed to drugs. The judge signed a temporary order of
custody, and Baby Joe left the hospital in the custody of CPS (he was placed at a crisis nursery).
At a preliminary protective conference and then at a hearing, a case plan was written that outlined what Baby
Joe’s parents must do to regain custody. At the three-month dependency hearing, the judge gave the case
manager discretion to place Baby Joe at home because his parents were progressing well on their case plan.
Baby Joe was placed at home. His parents continued to work their case plan (which included having a parent
aide in the home every other week).
Nine months after Baby Joe’s birth, his father left the family. His mother continued to work the case plan and
attend the dependency hearings. At the one-year permanency hearing, the judge determined the mother had met
her case plan, and the dependency petition was dismissed.
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Comparison of Racial/Ethnic Makeup of Youth in Foster Care and
Youth in the General Population
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Session 2: Evaluation and Feedback
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. Part 1
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session three
Session Three
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster
care system. Part 2
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Session 3: Facilitator’s Guide
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. part 2
Outcomes
Participants will:
1)	Receive information on mandated reporting procedures and responsibilities as educators to understand
the repercussions of removal from the home for the child, family, etc.
2) Receive information on the indicators of abuse and neglect (physical, sexual, emotional).
3)	Learn about the issues of confidentiality, privacy, FERPA, and information sharing within the education
system and across systems.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Get information on
mandated reporting
guidelines for your state.

Handouts

Before conducting this
session, gather the most
current data from trends on
child abuse and neglect in
the U.S. You may need to
update the quiz each year.

60 min

Read handouts.
Contact child welfare
agency and see if
a professional can
talk about the state
requirements for
mandated reporting.
Contact the local school
district and speak
with a person from
the office responsible
for conducting the
mandated reporting
training for teachers.
Organize the
confidentiality, privacy,
FERPA, and data-sharing
questions and answers,
and prepare for a press
conference or other
creative process for
delivering the information.

To get updated or statespecific information,
visit the National
Clearinghouse on Child
Abuse and Neglect
Information site at www.
nccanch.acf.hh.gov and
www.smith-lawfirm.com/
mandatory-reporting
Additional resources:
• Solving the Data Puzzle
(Resource Library at
www.casey.org)
• Mythbusting: Breaking
Down Confidentiality
and Decision-Making
Barriers to Meet the
Education Needs of
Children in Foster Care
(Background information
on confidentiality, privacy,
FERPA, and data sharing:
www.abanet.org/child/
education)
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Introductions, class
expectations, bin,
overview schedule

Participant agenda

Give an advance
organizer: State the
outcomes of the day’s
session—to learn about
the impacts of abuse and
neglect on the development
of children and youth.

Have participants
complete the quiz.

Quiz: Test Your
Knowledge: Child Abuse
in the United States

Child abuse statistics quiz

5 min

Topic
Child Abuse in the
U.S.
10 min

Topic
Identify Types and
Indicators of Abuse
10 min

Topic
Who Are Mandated
Reporters and
What Are Their
Requirements and
Responsibilities?
15 min

Answers
1. A
2. A
3. B
4. B
5. C
6. C
7. A
8. B
9. C
10. B
As a group, participants
will brainstorm the types
and indicators of abuse.
Hand out the fact sheet
on indicators of abuse
and discuss in small
groups.

Present mandatory
reporting procedures for
your state. If possible,
have a child welfare
professional be a guest
speaker on this topic.
Ask for volunteers to
role-play the scenario.

Handout: Child Abuse
and Neglect: How Are
They Defined?

Child abuse and neglect
article
Check websites for additional
statistics and information.

Additional websites:
www.childwelfare.gov
www.childhelp.org

Handout: Indicators of
Neglect and Emotional,
Physical, and Sexual
Abuse
Additional websites:
www.childhelp.org
www.childwelfare.gov

Handout: What to Do
When a Child Discloses
Abuse?
Additional websites:
www.rainn.org/
mandatoryreporting
(updated state database
on mandatory reporting)
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It may be difficult to
determine if a child is being
abused.
Perpetrators of abuse come
from all racial/ethnic, gender,
socioeconomic, and religious
groups.

What to Do When a Child
Discloses Abuse? (handout)
Look at guidelines and the
two disclosure scenarios.
Work with a partner and
decide what and how you
would proceed with each
scenario and practice making
a report.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Handout questions
and answers on the
topic. Cut questions
and answers handout
on topic and give half
the group the questions
and the other half the
answers. Have the
participants with the
answers come to the
front of the room to
“act” as a panel of
experts. Encourage
the participants with
the questions to think
of themselves as the
press and ask either the
question in their hand
or another question on
the topic and listen to
the expert answer the
question. Encourage
questions and
discussion.

Q&A handouts

Give each participant a copy
of the questions and answers
to reread after the activity.

Confidentiality and
Privacy, FERPA,
Information Sharing
15 min

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day.

5 min

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate).

Encourage participants
to go to www.abanet.
org/child/education and
download Mythbusting...,
which is a great resource
to have on this topic, or
visit Resource Library
at www.casey.org to
download Solving the
Data Puzzle.

Evaluation forms

Write down questions that
come up from the group
that cannot be answered.
Make sure you have contact
information with the group
and send them responses
to questions that were
not answered at the press
conference.

Evaluations

Complete evaluations
and collect.
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Session 3: Participant Agenda
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. part 2
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Receive information on mandated reporting procedures and responsibilities as educators to understand
the repercussions of removal from the home for the child, family, etc.
2)	Receive information on the indicators of abuse and neglect (physical, sexual, emotional).
3)	Learn about the issues of confidentiality, privacy, FERPA, and information sharing within the education
system and across systems.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

10 min

Child abuse in the U.S.

Quiz and reactions

10 min

Types and indicators of abuse

Group brainstorm

15 min

Confidentiality and privacy, FERPA,
and information sharing

Expert panel

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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Test Your Knowledge: Child Abuse in the United States
Check your knowledge about child abuse in the United States by circling the answer you feel is correct for each of
the following:

1. In 2006 how many children died of child abuse or neglect?
a. 1500

b. 2000

c. 3000

2. Children younger than age one account for ____% of fatalities?
a. 44%

b. 10%

c. 3%

3. A child abuse case is reported nationally each day every ____?
a. 60 seconds

b. 10 seconds

c. 15 minutes

4. Who are most likely to be the perpetrators of abuse (any kind) against children?
a. Fathers

b. Mothers

c. Neither

5. How many substantiated cases of child neglect and abuse are associated with parental alcohol?
a. Nearly one-third

b. Nearly one-half

c. Nearly two-thirds

6. How many child abuse reports are made each year?
a. 3,000

b. 300,000

c. 3 million

7. The rate of child abuse is estimated to be _____times the number reported.
a. 3

b. 5

c. 10

8. Approximately what percentage of the total number of alleged child abuse or neglect reports are made by
educators?
a. 5%

b. 16%

c. 59%

9. Children who experience child abuse and neglect are ____% more likely to be arrested as a juvenile.
a. 40%

b. 25%

c. 59%

10. According to a 2007 study, the estimated annual cost to society due to child abuse and neglect is over _____
a. $100,000

b. $100 million

c. $100 trillion
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Child Abuse and Neglect: How Are They Defined?
How are child abuse and neglect defined in federal law?
Federal legislation provides a foundation for states by identifying a minimum set of acts or
behaviors that define child abuse and neglect. The Federal Child Abuse Prevention and
Treatment Act (CAPTA), 42 U.S.C.A. §5106(g), as amended by the Keeping Children and
Families Safe Act of 2003, defines child abuse and neglect as, at a minimum:
•	Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker that results in
death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation [or]
• An act or failure to act that presents an imminent risk of serious harm.

What are the major types of child maltreatment?
Within the minimum standards set by CAPTA, each state is responsible for providing its own
definitions of child abuse and neglect.1
Most states recognize four major types of maltreatment: neglect, physical abuse, sexual
abuse, and emotional abuse. Although any of the forms of child maltreatment may be found
separately, they often occur in combination.
The examples provided below are for general informational purposes only. Individual states’
definitions may not include all of the examples listed below and may cover situations not
mentioned here.
Neglect is failure to provide for a child’s basic needs. Neglect may be:
•	Physical (for example, failure to provide necessary food or shelter or appropriate
supervision)

1

 ee Definitions of Child Abuse
S
and Neglect, from the National
Clearinghouse on Child Abuse
and Neglect State Statutes Series
(http://nccanch.acf.hhs.gov/).

2

 ithholding of medically indicated
W
treatment is defined by CAPTA
as “the failure to respond to the
infant’s life-threatening conditions
by providing treatment (including
appropriate nutrition, hydration,
and medication) which, in the
treating physician’s or physicians’
reasonable medical judgment,
will be most likely to be effective
in ameliorating or correcting all
such conditions.” CAPTA does
note a few exceptions, including
infants who are “chronically and
irreversibly comatose”; situations
when providing treatment would
not save the infant’s life but
merely prolong dying; or when
“the provision of such treatment
would be virtually futile in terms
of the survival of the infant
and the treatment itself under
such circumstances would be
inhumane.”

•	Medical (for example, failure to provide necessary medical or mental health
treatment)2
•	Educational (for example, failure to educate a child or attend to special education
needs)
•	Emotional (for example, inattention to a child’s emotional needs, failure to provide
psychological care, or permitting the child to use alcohol or other drugs)
These situations do not always mean a child is neglected. At times, cultural values, the
standards of care in the community, and poverty may be contributing factors, indicating the
family is in need of information or assistance. When a family fails to use such information and
resources, and the child’s health or safety is at risk, then child welfare intervention may be
required.
Physical abuse is physical injury (ranging from minor bruises to severe fractures or death)
as a result of punching, beating, kicking, biting, shaking, throwing, stabbing, choking, hitting
(with a hand, stick, strap, or other object), burning, or otherwise harming a child. Such injury
is considered abuse regardless of whether the caretaker intended to hurt the child.
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Sexual abuse includes activities by a parent or caretaker such as fondling a child’s genitals,
penetration, incest, rape, sodomy, indecent exposure, and exploitation through prostitution
or the production of pornographic materials.3
Emotional abuse is a pattern of behavior that impairs a child’s emotional development
or sense of self-worth. This may include constant criticism, threats, or rejection, as well
as withholding love, support, or guidance. Emotional abuse is often difficult to prove and,
therefore, CPS may not be able to intervene without evidence of harm to the child. Emotional
abuse is almost always present when other forms are identified.

3

 exual abuse is defined by
S
CAPTA as “the employment,
use, persuasion, inducement,
enticement, or coercion of any
child to engage in, or assist
any other person to engage in,
any sexually explicit conduct or
simulation of such conduct for
the purpose of producing a visual
depiction of such conduct; or the
rape, and in cases of caretaker
or inter-familial relationships,
statutory rape, molestation,
prostitution, or other form of
sexual exploitation of children, or
incest with children.”
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Indicators of Neglect and Emotional, Physical, and Sexual Abuse
Adapted from: National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect Information (2004). What is child abuse and
neglect? Retrieved February 1, 2005, from http://nccanch.acf.hhs.gov/pubs/factsheets/whatiscan.cfm

Child’s condition
Neglect

Emotional Abuse

Physical Abuse

Sexual Abuse

Consistently dirty,
unwashed, hungry,
or inappropriately
dressed

Often less tangible than
other forms of child
abuse and neglect

Bruises and welts
• On the face, lips, or mouth

Torn, stained, or bloody
underclothing

• On large areas of the torso,
back, buttocks, or thighs

Pain or itching in the
genital area

• In unusual patterns, clustered,
or reflective of the instrument
used to inflict them

Bruises or bleeding
in external genitalia,
vagina, or anal regions

Constantly tired or
listless

• On several different surface
areas

Venereal disease

Unattended physical
problems or
evidence of lack of
routine medical care

• In various stages of healing

Lacking supervision
for extended periods
or when engaged in
dangerous activities

Exploited,
overworked, or
kept from attending
school
Abandoned

May be indicated by
behaviors of the child
and the caretaker

Burns
• Cigar or cigarette burns
• Glove- or sock-like burns
or doughnut-shaped burns
on the buttocks or genitalia
indicative of immersion in hot
liquid

Swollen or red cervix,
vulva, or perineum
Semen around mouth
or genitalia or on
clothing
Pregnancy

• Rope burns on the arms, legs,
neck, or torso
• Burns that show the shape of
the item (iron, grill, etc.) used
to inflict them
Fractures
• Of skull, jaw, or nose
• Of the long (leg and arm)
bones (spiral fractures)
• Multiple and in various stages
of healing
• Any fracture in a child under
the age of 2
Lacerations and abrasions
• To the mouth, lip, gums, or
eye
• To the external genitalia
Human bite marks
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Child’s behavior
Neglect

Emotional Abuse

Physical Abuse

Sexual Abuse

Engaged in
delinquent acts
(for example,
vandalism, drinking,
prostitution, drug
use)

Appears overly
compliant, passive, and
undemanding

Wary of physical contact with
adults

Appears withdrawn or
engages in fantasy or
infantile behavior

Begs or steals food
Rarely attends
school

Is extremely aggressive,
demanding, or full of
rage
Shows overly adaptive
behaviors, either
inappropriately adult
or inappropriately
infantile (for example,
rocks constantly, sucks
thumb, is neurotic)

Apprehensive when other
children cry
Demonstrates extremes in
behavior (for example, extreme
aggressiveness or withdrawal)
Seems frightened of parents
Reports injury by parents

Has poor peer
relationships
Is unwilling to
participate in physical
activities
Engages in delinquent
acts or runs away
States he or she has
been sexually assaulted
by parent/caretaker

Lags in physical,
emotional, and
intellectual development
Attempts suicide

Caretaker’s behavior and history
Neglect

Emotional Abuse

Physical Abuse

Sexual Abuse

Misuses alcohol or
other drugs

Blames or belittles child

Has history of abuse as a child

Is cold and rejecting

Uses harsh discipline
inappropriate to child’s age,
transgression, and condition

Extremely protective or
jealous of child

Maintains chaotic
home life
Shows evidence of
apathy or futility
Is mentally ill or
of diminished
intelligence
Has a long-term
chronic illness
Has history of
neglect as a child

Withholds love
Treats siblings unequally
Seems unconcerned
about child’s problem

Offers illogical, unconvincing,
contradictory, or no explanation
of child’s injury
Seems unconcerned about child
Significantly misperceives child
(for example, sees him or her as
bad, evil, a monster)
Is psychotic or psychopathic
Misuses alcohol or other drugs
Attempts to conceal child’s
injury or to protect identity of
person responsible
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Encourages child to
engage in prostitution
or sexual acts in
presence of caretaker
Was sexually abused as
a child
Is experiencing marital
difficulties
Misuses alcohol or
other drugs
Is frequently absent
from the home

Signs of Child Sexual Assault
Traditionally it is rare for a child to speak directly about sexual assault. Evidence of trauma to the genitals or
mouth, genital or rectal bleeding, venereal disease, unusual or offensive odors, and complaints of pain or
discomfort in the genital area are primary physical indicators. However, in many cases there are no signs of sexual
assault.
The following is a list of common characteristics of children who have been sexually assaulted. These indicators
are offered with a gentle caution—any one of these indicators alone does not necessarily mean that sexual assault
is occurring. These are general indicators of stress or trauma in a child. Several, extreme, or pervasive behaviors
may indicate abuse, and any certainly warrant an exploration of the source of the problem.

Physical indicators
• Rectal bleeding
• Unusual or offensive odors
• Pain or discomfort in the genital area
• Trauma to mouth or genitals
• Pregnancy

Behavioral indicators
• Precocious, overly sexualized behavior; promiscuity; inappropriate dress (tight/revealing clothes)
•	Avoidance of bathrooms (some abuse in the home takes place in the bathroom, and the abused individual
comes to associate any bathroom with sexual assault)
• Compulsive cleanliness
• Sexual knowledge/interest inappropriate to age
• Attempts to touch adults’, children’s, and animals’ genitals
• Acting out adult sexual behavior (the child may seem to equate affectionate touch with sex)
• Reluctance to undress; wearing many layers of clothing regardless of weather
• Avoidance of touch; lack of affect; extreme absence of expressiveness
• Abrupt change in behavior or personality; marked decline in interests
• Sleep disturbances (bed-wetting, nightmares)
• Suicidal threats/gestures; self-mutilation
• Use of alcohol and/or other drugs
• Drastic change in appetite; eating disorders
• Aggression, consistent anger or mood-swings, especially if this is a sudden change
• Withdrawal; depression; low self-esteem; isolation from friends and peers
• Decreased interest in school; drop in grades and/or performance
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• Excessive crying, anxiety, irritability, fear
• Over-compliance; passivity
• Resistance to a particular place or person
• Indirect hints, allusions to problems at home
• Excessive masturbatory behavior
• Reluctance to go home after school or constant early arrival at school

Family indicators
• Extreme over-protectiveness or dominance
• High incidence of domestic violence and other forms of abuse within the family
• Family isolation from community and support systems
• Not allowing the child much social interaction; not allowing teens in the family to date
• Extreme reaction to sex education and STD- and pregnancy-prevention education
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What to Do When a Child Discloses Abuse
1. Do not take the child to talk to a private place that is associated with punishment
such as the time-out room, detention area, or principal’s office. Go to a place never used for punishment so
that the child will not feel as if he or she is wrong or in trouble.
2. Do confirm to the child that he or she is doing the right thing.
Say: I am very glad you told me. That was the right thing for you to do.
3. Do not question the child even if what he or she says is confusing.
The phrasing of your questions can affect the investigation.
4. Do listen carefully to what you are being told.
Use phrases like I hear you. I’m listening. Tell the young person: This is important. I want to write it down. If
taking notes upsets the child, make notes immediately after the conversation.
5. Do give the child confirmation of his or her worth.
Use phrases like I believe what you are telling me. What happened to you is not your fault. (Victims of abuse
may feel they’re to blame for the abuse because of something they’ve done.)
6. Do tell the child you are going to report what he or she has told you, and frame that information
positively.
Use phrases like I’m going to report this so we can try to get you some help.
7. Do not tell the child everything will be all right.
None of us can guarantee what will happen.
8. Make a report to CPS or 911 immediately.
Have available the following information:
• Your name, address, and phone number
• The child’s name, address, and date of birth
• Your relationship to the child
9. Write down the name and contact information for each person you speak with.
Also record the date and time of each communication. If you speak with law enforcement officers, record their
badge numbers.
10. Respect the young person’s confidentiality.
11. Do not show strong emotions about what you are hearing.
Calmly express your caring and concern for the child. Intense emotions may overwhelm the child.
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Disclosure Scenarios
Child 1
A kindergarten teacher, currently on playground duty, is talking with two female students who are playing in a
sandbox. The teacher sees a few boys grabbing each other around the neck. She tells the boys to stop choking
each other and continue with their game of tag. One of the students in the sandbox says, “My mommy chokes
me.” The teacher probes a bit and learns that the child’s mother choked her a few times while at breakfast
because she didn’t like the food. The teacher sees no visible marks on the child’s neck but decides a report to
CPS must be made. How would you handle this disclosure?

Child 2
A youth in out-of-home care started at a new middle school and was not happy when he learned he had to
change his clothes for gym class. On the first day of class, he was very disruptive and was sent to the office,
which made him very happy. This behavior continued to happen at PE class, but he was compliant in all his other
classes. An office assistant noticed he was coming to the office at the same time each day and started to talk
about why he seemed to have trouble in his PE class and not in any other classes. The first few times he was
asked that question, he just shrugged. After several weeks of coming to the office, he became close to one of
the staff members and said he wouldn’t change in the locker room unless there was privacy and all the doors
could be locked. When she asked why, he said he did not feel safe. He then added when he was little and before
he was placed in care, his dad and brother would often come into his room and touch his privates while he was
changing and he does not want the other boys in his class to do that. How would you handle this disclosure?
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Q&A: Confidentiality, Privacy, FERPA, and Information Sharing
Q: Are educators allowed to access all information related to a student’s welfare case?
A: NO. Child welfare records contain private information about children and families and only some information is
related to the educator’s need for the education of the student.

Q: When confidential information from a child welfare case is shared with a school professional,
should that professional make sure the information is secured in a locked cabinet and not shared
with other staff members?
A: NO. Important information about a student and issues related to the student’s education need to be shared
with all school staff who work with the student. If important information related to the student does not trickle
down to the staff working directly with the student, information sharing does not achieve the intended benefit.

Q: Is it true that educators cannot share information with anyone without parental consent?
A: NO. Parental consent is just one way that educators can release school records to individuals involved in the
child welfare system. Schools can release records to child welfare agency representatives or foster parents if
they are considered under the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) definition, or if there is a court
order authorizing the release.

Q: If a student is in foster care, should someone on the school staff make sure that it becomes
common knowledge among staff and peers?
A: NO. Sharing information with school staff working with the student is necessary to improve the educational
support for the student. However, school personnel must be careful not to violate the privacy of students who
are in foster care by sharing information with others who do not have a need to know.

Q: If a youth in foster care changes schools, the school is not responsible for sending education
records to the next school unless the school receives notice of change of schools from a parent.
A: NO. Schools must transfer records to a new school when a student is transferring. This transfer falls under an
exception to FERPA and does not require consent of the parent.

Q: When a youth in foster care is enrolled at a school, he or she must have the required documentation
(birth certificates, immunizations, etc.).
A: Schools must immediately enroll students who are eligible under the McKinney Vento Act—Awaiting Foster
Care provision. To learn more about your state’s provisions, you can download The McKinney-Vento Act
and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement at www.abanet.org/child/education. Under a new
law passed in 2008, Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, immediate
enrollment provisions for all youth in foster care may be changing. Check with state and district authorities as
to how this law is being defined in your area.
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Q: Does FERPA permit disclosure of records among education staff and various education institutions?
A: YES. FERPA specifically allows education institutions to share information among staff with a legitimate
education interest in the student. FERPA should never act as a barrier to having all school staff who work with
the student and who have a need to know from obtaining specifics about the child’s education history.

Q: How does FERPA define who the parent is?
A: The FERPA statute uses the term parent exclusively when talking about the child’s rights under the law, without
defining the term. The FERPA regulations define parent as a parent of a student and includes a natural parent,
a guardian, or an individual acting as a parent in the absence of a parent or guardian.

Q: Is this the same way IDEA 2004 defines a parent?
A: NO. IDEA 2004 includes the following definition of parent:
•	A natural, adoptive, or foster parent of a child (unless a foster parent is prohibited by state law from serving
as a parent)
•	A guardian (but not the State if the child is a ward of the State). Social workers cannot represent the
student as a parent so they are not allowed to sign an IEP if the youth is receiving special education
services.
•	An individual acting in the place of a natural or adoptive parent) including a grandparent, stepparent, or
other relative with whom the student lives, or an individual who is legally responsible for the child’s welfare.
• An individual assigned to be the student’s surrogate parent.
For more information on this, topic download Mythbusting at the www.abanet.org/child/education.
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Session 3: Evaluation and Feedback
Child Welfare 101—Understanding the foster care system. Part 2
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session four
Session Four
Understanding the impact on
youth who are part of the “system”
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Session 4: Facilitator’s Guide
Understanding the impact on youth who are part of the “system”
Outcomes
Participants will:
1)	Learn about the possible emotional, behavioral, social, and intellectual/academic impact on youth in outof-home care (e.g., attachment issues, acting out behaviors, disabilities, etc.) through a developmental
perspective.
2)	Learn about childhood depression, post-traumatic stress, attachment disorders, and conduct disorders,
and discuss classroom implications.
3) Learn about strategies for responding to these impacts.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Read and copy class
handouts.

Download the
article Impact of
Trauma on Child
Development by
John Putnam
and use as an
excellent source
for background
information http://
onlinelibrary.wiley.
com/doi/10.1111/
j.1755-6988.2006.
tb00110.x/abstract

Review slides: What Is Traumatic
Stress, Attachment Disorder, and
Self-Regulation?

60 min

Read resources.

Basic Information and Techniques to
Help Children

Focal Point Winter
2007—Traumatic
Stress and the
Child Welfare
System
Handouts: Effects
of Abuse and
Neglect on Child
Development
Growing Out of
Foster Care—good
article especially
when working with
secondary teachers
and personnel
www.netsnet.org
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Introductions, class
expectations, bin,
overview schedule

Participant agenda

Give an advance organizer: State
the purpose of the day’s session—
to become familiar with the impacts
of abuse and poor attachment on
youth who are in foster or out-of
home care.

Read Traumatic Stress
and the Child Welfare
System and list at least
one point you want to
share with your school
staff about working with
children who experience
traumatic stress.

Handout:
Traumatic Stress
and the Child
Welfare System

A growing body of research links
childhood experiences of abuse
and neglect with serious lifelong
problems including depression,
suicide, alcoholism and drug abuse,
and major medical problems.

5 min

Topic
Trauma and
Attachment
10 min

Session 4:
PowerPoint slides

Present PowerPoint for
Session 4 or information
from slides 1-12.
Topic
Effects of Abuse and
Neglect on Child
Development
20 min

Divide into 3 groups
representing preschool,
primary school age, and
adolescent. Brainstorm
the developmental tasks
and possible effects of
abuse for that age range.
Share with the larger
group.

Handout: Effects
of Abuse and
Neglect on Child
Development
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Children in care are often faced with
three major obstacles before ever
becoming deeply involved in the
child welfare system:
• Prenatal exposure to drugs and/
or alcohol
• Abuse/neglect
• Attachment issues

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Divide the large group
into 2 smaller groups.

Handouts:
“Growing out
of Foster Care”
(reprint from the
Seattle Times)

After both small group
presentations, ask participants to
think of at least one action that they
can take by next week that could
positively impact the education life
of a child in out-of-home care.

The Systems Impact
on Education and
Strategies for
Responding to That
Impact
20 min

Have group 1 read the
Seattle Times article and
brainstorm the issues
presented in the article.
Have group 2 read the
actions you can take
to support successful
educational outcomes
for student in care. Ask
them to discuss the list
and choose one action
they would like to pursue
in the community or
school.

Actions You Can
Take to Support
Successful
Educational
Outcomes for
Students in Care

If you are not currently teaching any
students in out-of-home care, then
plan what you could do to prepare
for the day when one enters your
classroom.

Have both groups share
with the entire group.
Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day.

5 min

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate). Complete
evaluations and collect.

Evaluation forms

Evaluation
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Session 4: Participant Agenda
Understanding the impact on youth who are part of the “system”
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Learn about the possible emotional, behavioral, social, and intellectual/academic impact on youth in outof-home care (e.g., attachment issues, acting out behaviors, disabilities, etc.) through a developmental
perspective.
2)	Learn about childhood depression, post-traumatic stress, attachment disorders, and conduct disorders,
and discuss classroom implications.
3) Learn about strategies for responding to these impacts.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

10 min

Trauma, attachment, and selfregulation

Group brainstorm and PowerPoint
presentation

20 min

Effects of abuse and neglect on child
development

Discussion and brainstorm

20 min

System impact on education:
Strategies for responding to that
impact

Discuss handouts and action planning

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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cause overwhelming
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• Loss of a loved one
• Accidents
• Homelessness
• Community/school violence
• Domestic violence
• Neglect
• Physical abuse
• Sexual abuse
• Man-made or natural disasters
• Terrorism

Sources of Traumatic Stress

Endless Dreams
Session 4

Trauma, SelfRegulation, and
Coping Skills:
Information and
Techniques to
Help Children

Being in foster care is
one of the many traumatic
experiences in the lives of
children and families.

Herman, J. (1992). Trauma and Recovery. New York: Basic Books.

• Overwhelming experience
• Involves a threat
• Results in vulnerability and loss of control
• Leaves people feeling helpless and fearful
• Interferes with relationships and beliefs

What Is Traumatic Stress?
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• Overwhelms a person’s usual ability to cope.
• All who experience trauma have varied responses.
• Most recover.
• Some develop more severe difficulties.

The Stress Response and Trauma

• Prepares the body for action when threat is detected.
• Helps the body respond to stress effectively.

The Stress Response: A Chemical One

• The response is, however, as if there is current
danger.

• When the alarm system is activated but there is no
danger, it is a false alarm.

• Triggers activate the alarm system.

• Triggers include seeing, feeling, or hearing
something that remind us of past trauma.

Triggers

• Fight
• Flight
• Freeze

In order to protect itself, the body uses increased
energy to respond to danger in 1 of 3 ways:

Fight, Flight, Freeze
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• Disrupted Attachment
- Lack of availability and predictability
- Lack of safety and security
- Diminished ability to develop trusting
relationships and coping skills

• Secure Attachment
- Secure “container”
- Provides for basic needs and safety
- Has the freedom to explore and learn

Secure and Disrupted Attachment

• Development in adulthood may continue to be
impacted.

• Children exposed to trauma invest energy into
survival instead of developmental mastery.

• Skills specific to each developmental stage build
on learning from previous stages.

Development and Trauma

Shonkoff, J., & Philips, D. (2000). Neurons to neighborhoods. Washington DC: National Academy Press.

In other words, it is the ability to balance self-control
with self-expression.

“The growth of self-regulation is a
cornerstone of early childhood
development that cuts across all
domains of behavior.”

Self-Regulation

• Future relationships and self-regulation

• Biologically driven

• Enduring emotional bond

Attachment
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• Expressing feelings constructively

• Managing emotions appropriately and in context

• Focusing on a goal

• Increasing attention span

• Establishing sleep-wake patterns

Examples of Self-Regulation

• If coping skills are more developed, a child is
much better equipped to handle stress.

• To heal, children must feel safe in their bodies.

• Trauma impacts the caregiver-child relationship.

• Biology of trauma impacts ability to regulate.

Trauma, Self-Regulation, and Coping Skills

Effects of Abuse and Neglect on Child Development
The following is a summary of typical effects of abuse and neglect on the development of infants and toddlers,
preschool and school-age children, and adolescents.

Infants and toddlers
Physical
•	Chronic malnutrition of infants and toddlers results in growth retardation, brain damage, and, potentially,
mental retardation.
•	Head injury can result in severe brain damage, including brain stem compression and herniation,
blindness, dizziness, mental retardation, epilepsy, cerebral palsy, skull fracture, paralysis, and coma or
death.
•	Injury to the hypothalamus and pituitary glands in the brain can result in growth impairment and
inadequate sexual development.
•	Less severe but repeated blows to the head can also result in serious brain damage. This type of injury
may be detectable only with a CT scan, and, in the absence of obvious signs of external trauma, may go
unnoticed.
•	Blows or slaps to the side of the head over the ear can injure the inner ear mechanism and cause partial or
complete hearing loss.
•	Shaking can result in brain injury equal to that caused by a direct blow to the head; shaking can also result
in spinal cord injuries with subsequent paralysis.
•	Internal injuries can lead to permanent physical disability or death.
•	Medical neglect, as in withholding treatment for treatable conditions, can lead to permanent physical
disability, such as hearing loss from untreated ear infections, vision problems from untreated strabismus
(crossing of the eyes), respiratory damage from pneumonia or chronic bronchitis, etc.
•	Neglected infants and toddlers have poor muscle tone and poor motor control, exhibit delays in gross and
fine motor development and coordination, and fail to develop and perfect basic motor skills.

Cognitive
•	Absence of stimulation interferes with the growth and development of the brain. Generalized cognitive
delay or mental retardation can result.
•	Brain damage from injury or malnutrition can lead to mental retardation.
•	Abused and neglected toddlers typically exhibit language and speech delays. They fail to use language
to communicate with others, and some do not talk at all. This represents a cognitive delay that can also
affect social development, including the development of peer relationships.
•	Maltreated infants are often apathetic and listless, placid, or immobile. They often do not manipulate
objects, or do so in repetitive, primitive ways. They are often inactive, lack curiosity, and do not explore
their environments. This lack of interactive experience often restricts the opportunities for learning.
Maltreated infants may not master even basic concepts such as object permanence and may not develop
basic problem-solving skills.
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Social
•	Maltreated infants may fail to form attachments to primary caregivers.
•	Maltreated infants often do not appear to notice separation from the parent and may not develop
separation or stranger anxiety. A lack of discrimination of significant people is one of the most striking
characteristics of abused and neglected children.
•	Maltreated infants are often passive, apathetic, and unresponsive to others. They may not maintain
eye contact with others, may not become excited when talked to or approached, and often cannot be
engaged into vocalizing (cooing or babbling) with an adult.
•	Abused or neglected toddlers may not develop play skills, and often cannot be engaged into reciprocal,
interactive play. Their play skills may be very immature and primitive.

Emotional
•	Abused and neglected infants often fail to develop basic trust, which can impair the development of
healthy relationships.
•	Maltreated infants are often withdrawn, listless, apathetic, depressed, and unresponsive to the
environment.
•	Abused infants often exhibit a state of “frozen watchfulness,” that is, remaining passive and immobile but
intently observant of the environment. This appears to be a protective strategy in response to a fear of
attack.
•	Abused toddlers may feel that they are “bad children.” This has a pervasive effect on the development of
self-esteem.
•	Punishment (abuse) in response to normal exploratory or autonomous behavior can interfere with the
development of healthy personality. Toddlers may become chronically dependent, subversive, or openly
rebellious.
•	Abused and neglected toddlers may be fearful and anxious, or depressed and withdrawn. They may also
become aggressive and hurt others.

Preschoolers
Physical
•	The child may be small in stature and show delayed physical growth.
•	The child may be sickly and susceptible to frequent illness, particularly upper respiratory illness (colds, flu)
and digestive upset.
•	The child may have poor muscle tone, poor motor coordination, gross and fine motor clumsiness,
awkward gait, and lack of muscle strength.
•	Gross motor play skills may be delayed or absent.
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Cognitive
•	Speech may be absent, delayed, or hard to understand. The child whose receptive language far exceeds
expressive language may have speech delays. Some children do not talk, even though they are able.
•	The child may have poor articulation and pronunciation, incomplete formation of sentences, and incorrect
use of words.
•	Cognitive skills may be at the level of a younger child.
•	The child may have an unusually short attention span, a lack of interest in objects, and an inability to
concentrate.

Social
•	The child may demonstrate insecure or absent attachment; attachments may be indiscriminate, superficial,
or clingy. Little distress, or overreaction, may be displayed when the child is separated from caregivers.
•	The child may appear emotionally detached, isolated, and withdrawn from both adults and peers.
•	The child may demonstrate social immaturity in peer relationships; may be unable to enter into reciprocal
play relationships and to take turns, share, or negotiate with peers; and may be overly aggressive, bossy,
and competitive with peers.
•	The child may prefer solitary or parallel play or may lack age-appropriate play skills with objects and
materials. Imaginative and fantasy play may be absent. The child may demonstrate an absence of normal
interest and curiosity and may not actively explore and experiment.

Emotional
•	The child may be excessively fearful, easily traumatized, have night terrors, and seem to expect danger.
•	The child may show signs of poor self-esteem and a lack of confidence.
•	The child may lack impulse control and have little ability to delay gratification. He or she may react to
frustration with tantrums, aggression.
•	The child may have bland, flat affect and be emotionally passive and detached.
•	The child may show an absence of healthy initiative and often must be drawn into activities. He or she may
emotionally withdraw and avoid activities.
•	The child may show signs of emotional disturbance, including anxiety, depression, emotional volatility, and
self-stimulating behaviors such as rocking, head banging, bed-wetting, or thumb-sucking.
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Primary school children
Physical
•	The child may show generalized physical developmental delays and may lack the skills and coordination
for activities that require perceptual-motor coordination.
•	The child may be sickly or chronically ill.

Cognitive
•	The child may display thinking patterns that are typical of a younger child, including egocentric
perspectives, lack of problem-solving ability, and inability to organize and structure his thoughts.
•	Speech and language may be delayed or inappropriate.
•	The child may be unable to concentrate on schoolwork and may not be able to conform to the structure of
the school setting.
•	The child may not have developed basic problem-solving or “attack” skills and may have considerable
difficulty in academics.

Social
•	The child may be suspicious and mistrustful of adults—or overly solicitous, agreeable, and manipulative—
and may not turn to adults for comfort and help when in need.
•	The child may talk in unrealistically glowing terms about his or her family and may exhibit “role reversal”
and assume a “parenting” role with the parent.
•	The child may not respond to positive praise and attention or may excessively seek adult approval and
attention.
•	The child may feel inferior, incapable, and unworthy around other children, have difficulty making friends,
feel overwhelmed by peer expectations for performance, and withdraw from social contact. Peers may
make the child a scapegoat.

Emotional
•	The child may experience severe damage to his or her self-esteem from the denigrating and punitive
messages received from the abusive parent or the lack of positive attention in a neglectful environment.
•	The child may behave impulsively, have frequent emotional outbursts, and not be able to delay
gratification.
•	The child may not develop coping strategies to manage stressful situations and master the environment
effectively.
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•	The child may exhibit generalized anxiety, depression, and behavioral signs of emotional distress; he or
she may act out feelings of helplessness and lack of control by being bossy, aggressive, destructive, or by
trying to control or manipulate other people.
•	The child who is punished for autonomous behavior may learn that self-assertion is dangerous and may
assume a more dependent posture. He or she may exhibit few opinions, show no strong likes or dislikes,
and may not be engaged into productive, goal-directed activity.
•	The child may lack initiative, give up quickly, and withdraw from challenges.

Adolescents
Physical
•	The youth may be sickly or have chronic illnesses.
•	Sensory, motor, and perceptual motor skills may be delayed, and coordination may be poor.
•	Malnutrition and other consequences of serious neglect may affect the onset of puberty.

Cognitive
•	The youth may not develop formal operational thinking; may show deficiencies in the ability to think
hypothetically or logically, and to systematically problem solve.
•	The youth’s thinking processes may be typical of much younger children; the youth may lack insight and
the ability to understand other people’s perspectives.
•	The youth may be academically delayed and may have significant problems keeping up with the demands
of school. School performance may be poor.

Social
•	The youth may have difficulty maintaining relationships with peers; they may withdraw from social
interactions, display a generalized dependency on peers, adopt group norms or behaviors in order to gain
acceptance, or demonstrate ambivalence about relationships.
•	The youth is likely to mistrust adults and may avoid entering into relationships with adults.
•	Maltreated youth, particularly those who have been sexually abused, often have considerable difficulty in
sexual relationships. Intense guilt, shame, poor body image, lack of self-esteem, and a lack of trust can
pose serious barriers to a youth’s ability to enter into mutually satisfying and intimate sexual relationships.
•	Youth may display limited concern for other people, may not conform to socially acceptable norms, and
may otherwise demonstrate delayed moral development.
•	Maltreated youth may not be able to engage in appropriate social or vocational roles. They may have
difficulty conforming to social rules.
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Emotional
•	Maltreated youth may display a variety of emotional and behavioral problems, including anxiety,
depression, withdrawal, aggression, impulsive behavior, antisocial behavior, and conduct disorders.
•	Maltreated adolescents may lack the internal coping abilities to deal with intense emotions, and may be
excessively labile, with frequent and sometimes volatile mood swings.
•	Abused and neglected youth may demonstrate considerable problems in formulating a positive identity.
Identity confusion and poor self-image are common. The youth may appear to be without direction and
immobilized.
•	The youth may have no trust in the future and may fail to plan for the future. The youth may verbalize
grandiose and unrealistic goals, but not be able to identify the steps necessary to achieve those goals.
These youth often expect failure.

Attachment
Attachment is defined as an affectionate and emotional tie between two people that continues indefinitely over
time, even when people are separated by distances. Children must have an attachment to an adult to develop
normally. Their sense of safety and their ability to learn depend on this attachment.
Often children come into the foster care system with impaired attachments. The first relationship a child develops
with his primary caretaker sets the stage for all future relationships. When this relationship is not healthy, children
have difficulty growing socially. They are unable to trust others, build relationships, and give love. Their first
concern is themselves, and they often keep people at a distance by the following:
•	Poor eye contact. Abused children tend to be very aware of what is going on around them. They check
things out by means of sidelong glances rather than direct eye contact.
•	Withdrawal. Many children with attachment problems withdraw from interaction by physically moving
away, being physically close yet having an emotional shield up, or cringing or pulling away from physical
closeness.
•	Chronic anxiety. Children who have needed their parent but the parent was chronically unavailable and
children who have been moved without preparation often show intense anxiety. These children can also be
very possessive and clinging.
•	Aggressive behavior. Children learn to keep adults at a distance by hitting, kicking, scratching, or biting.
Since it is difficult to get close to someone who is always moving, hyperactive behavior also keeps adults
away.
• Indiscriminate affection. Children with attachment problems are often physically affectionate with virtual
strangers. To them, no one person is more important than any other.
• O
 ver-competency. Some children will appear as if they don’t need a parent. They will insist on doing
everything themselves, like the preschooler who never seems to need help dressing or the 5-year-old who
gets up, makes her bed, and picks up her room without asking.
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• L
 ack of self-awareness. When a child does not get care and comfort when needed, the child does not
learn to associate certain kinds of discomfort with certain kinds of relief. This may lead to an unawareness
of their bodies that results in overeating, no reaction to pain, and bedwetting.
•	Control battles. The lack of trust for others and the observing of family power struggles often lead to
control issues in the poorly attached child. These children appear to need to control all situations, yet they
actually feel as if they have little control. Such children have trouble staying within the behavioral limits.
They appear to be constantly testing.
• 2
 -or-21 syndrome. These children seem too old for their age part of the time and immature at other
times. They want the independence of a 21-year-old but when restrictions are placed on their behaviors,
they throw tantrums like 2-year-olds. The structure of school often brings out the “babyish” resistance to
controls.
•	Delayed conscience development. These children tend to lie even when there is no negative
consequence for telling the truth. They also steal in the form of “finding” things. They show no sign of
anxiety when caught and often deny their actions in the face of evidence.

Sources
Fahlberg, V. (1979). Attachment and separation: Putting the pieces together. Chelsea, MI: National Resource
Center for Special Needs Adoption.
Goodman, D. (2001). Effects of abuse and neglect on development [Presentation at Adoption 2001: A Family for
Every Child]. Retrieved February 1, 2005 from http://www.nysccc.org/Conferences/Conf2001/childdevchart.htm
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Article: Growing Out Of Foster Care
This Is How It Should Have Been:
A few minutes of glory on that Qwest Stadium stage, walking across to the thunder of clapping hands. Her hair
back in braids, her eyelids brushed with color, her feet pressed into sandals she bought in eighth grade.
The green graduation gown billowing behind her.
But that’s not how it was. Because with three weeks left in her senior year at Franklin High School, Tamelia
Cormier went to bed.
And that’s where she stayed most of May. She would get herself up to work her shifts at McDonald’s. But the rest
of the time, she just lay under the comforter, her hair all nappy, her mood not nice.
“Why be nice?” she would snap. “I ain’t lived a nice life.”
In her South Seattle neighborhood, the facts of Tamelia’s life are so common they can seem a cliché. A mother
battling drug addiction. A father living most of his life in jail. A child separated from her siblings and living in foster
care, in a house that never became home.
Sometimes Tamelia makes a joke of it, calling herself a crack baby. Sometimes she pushes her pain into poetry,
trying to make it sound pretty. Most of the time, she uses the past as fuel, turning the anger to power, dead-set
on being the first in her family to graduate from college.
But trying so hard takes energy. And one day last spring, Tamelia got tired.
“Just kind of gave up at the last minute,” she says, looking down at the floor.
As she lay in bed, the phone calls trickled in: the caseworker at the YMCA, the counselor at the school, the social
worker with the state—all the people who had seen her work so hard, for so long.
But these phone calls could not pull Tamelia out of bed. These phone calls were not from family.
And then one morning, it came back to her: what life could be. So a few days before the rest of her class
graduated, Tamelia put on her makeup, ironed her hair straight, walked a few blocks and got the information on
summer school.
She was ready to try again.
On any given night in Washington state, the foster-care system houses more than 8,000 children. Some stay in
the system a few weeks. Some, like Tamelia, spend most of their childhood there.
Each child’s care costs taxpayers about $5,000, excluding any medical bills, for every year spent in the system.
When they turn 18, and age out of foster care, the hope is they will become independent, productive citizens.
The odds are not in their favor.
“Normal kids from well-functioning, upper-middle-class families aren’t ready to be on their own at 18, let alone
kids with this kind of baggage,” says state social worker Karen Rall.
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The state Department of Social and Health Services reported this summer that only half of foster-care youths had
completed high school or earned a GED within a year of leaving the system. Only a quarter had started some
college classes. Fewer than half were employed; of those, about 47 percent were making poverty-level wages or
less.
Recent studies identify teenagers in foster care as especially vulnerable to depression, substance abuse and
pregnancy. Without intensive support, advocates say, teenagers leaving foster care will simply transition from one
state agency to another. About one-third of former foster youths were enrolled in at least one public-assistance
program within a year, the state’s study found.
The state was sued in 1998 on behalf of 3,500 foster children, all of whom had been moved at least three times.
Multiple placements often hit teenagers the hardest, says Uma Ahluwalia, director of the state’s child-welfare
system.
In settling that suit, the state promised several reforms, including creating a youth advisory panel and a “Foster
Care to College” initiative.
“It will be a slow journey for us,” Ahluwalia says. “Change and reform and improvement take time.”
So Tamelia took it on herself to make mentors of her teachers and coaches at Franklin High. She earned herself
an MLK Jr. Scholarship, one of 25 granted to students in the Mount Baker neighborhood. She got a job at
McDonald’s.
And as she neared the critical age of 18, she signed up for a YMCA program that helps foster children move into
housing and on to college. It took calls to three caseworkers, but she got her name on that list.
“She was the one who said, ‘I’m going to be turning 18 and I need help,’” says YMCA caseworker Karlie Keller.
“Kids never advocate for themselves like that—ever.”
Through it all, Tamelia has stayed stable, living in the same house with relatives for more than a decade. In fostercare terms, that makes her lucky.
But a peek inside her life shows how hard it can be to help teenagers in foster care, and how tangled life can be
for those children, how easy it is to trip and fall.
Because at the end of the day, the YMCA closes. The teachers go home. And what Tamelia needs most, the state
can never give.
“Love,” says her grandmother, Jacquelyn Nduka. “I don’t think she gets enough.”

What Was
To hear her father tell it, Tamelia Cormier was just about the prettiest baby on the ward at Group Health Hospital in
Seattle. She had a face made for magazine covers, all quiet and pure.
A visiting aunt thought she surely belonged to some other couple. Surely not to Thomas Cormier and Yvette
McCullouch, two teenagers in love.
At 18, Yvette was already the mother of two sons. Thomas was 16 at the time, a charmer with a juvenile record
stretching back years.
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They came to their love with aches. Yvette’s mother drank. Thomas’ father was known to hit; his mother fled,
leaving the kids with relatives.
The couple started using drugs when Tamelia was a toddler. And the state stepped in a few years later, placing
Tamelia, her brothers and an infant sister in foster care. Soon after, Thomas was sent to jail to serve a 10-year
sentence for felony assault.
Yvette got her children back a few years later, after she had given birth to another son and daughter. She had
convinced caseworkers that she could provide a stable home. But instead, Yvette took the family on a year-long
trip through South Seattle, moving from one man to another, and giving birth to another child along the way.
The family lived in abandoned houses, in friends’ apartments, sometimes on the streets.
Tamelia remembers that time like this: Yvette would go all sleepy and sloppy from drugs. Tamelia would try to
wake her up. If that failed, she would walk to the playfield in the neighborhood to ask for spare sack lunches left
over from baseball games. If none were available, she made meals from the cereal, buttermilk and syrup she
found in the kitchen.
It is a point of pride, all these years later: Tamelia played the mother to them all. It was a role she did not want to
give up.
By the time she was 7, it was gone.
Tamelia blames the whole thing on the state, saying social workers split up her family. But her case records say
differently: A year after Yvette regained custody of her seven children, she began to shed them, a few at a time.
Joyce Johnson, a relative in South Seattle, took in Tamelia and her 5-year-old sister. She was tired of seeing the
children wander around the city, their belongings in a plastic bag.
The rest of Tamelia’s siblings, including another newborn, were separated into three different homes in the years
to come. Joyce, who works for a government agency in the city, continued to care for Tamelia and her younger
sister without state support. Later, she became Tamelia’s legal guardian.
The girls stayed together for five years, close as sisters could be, posing in their ballet leotards, one in purple, the
other in pink. Even now, that photo is taped into Tamelia’s diary.
The closeness came to an end when Tamelia’s sister turned 11. In a house with older cousins, she started
mimicking their moves—skipping school, breaking curfew, ignoring Joyce.
Joyce says she asked the state to transfer the girl for her own good. Tamelia’s sister was sent to a foster home
north of Seattle.

What Is
Late at night, in a bedroom at the back of a tired South Seattle house, Tamelia writes poetry. She writes on the
backs of homework assignments, on spare scraps of paper. She writes her life out, trying to make it rhyme.
Sometimes she reads her poems aloud at open-mike nights. Sometimes she records the words over music. Once
she was invited to Las Vegas to perform, but didn’t have the money to go.
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“It feels good because I have a talent,” she says. “I can make people sad from reading my poetry.”
She writes propped up in bed, her ragged bookcase on the floor, her sketches and paintings tacked to the wall,
her clothes in plastic trash cans.
She tries to write her anger out here. But sometimes, it gets too big for words.
Under the wall calendar, right by the light switch, two fist marks strain the plaster.
Tamelia put them there one night last spring after a fight with Joyce. They were bickering, again, over who owned
what food in the refrigerator, when Tamelia screamed a question:
“Why did you take me in?”
Joyce didn’t answer. She just walked into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her.
So Tamelia did the same. And then she smashed her fists, one after the other, into the wall of her bedroom. She
cracked the plaster with her knuckles, then left the blood there to turn brown.
Tamelia struggles sometimes with the simple things, like spelling or grammar. But Janine Brodine, her sophomore
English teacher at Franklin, saw past that. Sure, it may take Tamelia longer than most to read a book—but when
she’s done, she understands it.
So it was Brodine who nominated Tamelia for the MLK Scholarship. And it was Brodine who gave Tamelia an old
school computer that was destined for the dump. Together, they dragged it on a tin trolley to Tamelia’s house a
few blocks away.
“There’s just something about her,” Brodine says. “She has this sense of impending greatness.”
But in her last semester, all teacher Dale Haefer ever got was attitude.
Tamelia decided early on that his U.S. history class was a waste of time. The homework was too hard. And what
idiot decided to schedule a class at 7:40 in the morning? On the days she bothered to show up, she didn’t even
pretend to listen.
Haefer knew Tamelia had challenges at home. But so do lots of students. He cares about them all, but invests in
the ones who are willing to work.
“One of the advantages to getting older is you know which things to fight for,” says Haefer. “Ultimately, it’s their
responsibility.”
At McDonald’s, life is clear: Rush here, rush there, hand the food over with a smile. Tamelia flirts with the boys,
teases co-workers, puts extra sprinkles on the ice-cream cones for the children who watch her, wide-eyed. The
managers support her, the customers thank her, the eight hours fly by.
But when her shift is over, Tamelia’s shoulders sink down and her face goes back to stoic. There are so many
things to do to make life the way it should be.
And in the middle of all those things, there are the funerals.
It’s so hard to keep track of them that Tamelia has stopped going. There was the triple murder of her aunt Pat, her
cousin T.Z. and her cousin’s daughter Champagne. That made the front page of the newspaper a few years ago.
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Then there were the others, barely mentioned in the newspaper: Uncle Ricky, Uncle Antwone, her friend Mike, all
of them shot dead or stabbed.
“This last year has been the hardest,” Tamelia says. “So many people dying, so many things to do.”
By the end of July, the month that brought her 18th birthday, she has done all this: caught the bus to summer
school two mornings a week, then caught the bus back in time for work. Called an apartment manager, made an
appointment, filled out the paperwork. Passed the written driver’s license test and bought a used car, or “bucket,”
with two weeks’ pay.
She has done all of these things, but it has taken a toll.
“One minute I’m nice, the next minute I’m mean, the next minute I don’t make any sense,” she says.
She decides to move to Florida with her father, then rejects that plan. She wants to study cosmetology, then
signs up for a course on day care. Three times she tries to end it with Leon, then swings back and calls him her
husband.
It started with a piece of paper. She walked by one day in eighth grade and he had covered a page with the
words “I like you.”
The real romance waited until her junior year. Kisses and cuddles and bus rides across town to see movies. Leon
Pittman Jr. was not into all that flashy stuff that brought people down. He was good and solid and sweet. But not
too sweet.
“Leon, he pushes me to be a better person,” Tamelia says. “He tells me what I do wrong.”
On the good days, Leon is the man she wants to marry. On the bad days, he is just another thing on her to-do
list. She pulls away sometimes, suggests they break up. But Leon starts to cry. He gives Tamelia a list of all the
reasons he loves her, right down to the size of her earlobes. And he reminds her: He is the one who loves her
unconditionally.
“Where else you going to find that?” he asks.

What Should Have Been
When Tamelia rose to accept her $3,000 MLK Scholarship last winter, two people were there to clap for her:
Brodine, the English teacher. And Keller, the caseworker at the YMCA.
Tamelia plays down the award now, calls it the scholarship for “broke, black people from the Mount Baker
neighborhood.” But she talks about the ceremony like it’s proof of how her parents always let her down.
To be fair, Tamelia didn’t invite her mother. Without a permanent home, Yvette is hard to reach. She has been
trying to pull herself out of addiction for 18 years now—but if you ask Tamelia, she is not trying hard enough.
Yvette could not even clean up for her own brother’s funeral last year. Tamelia watched her fall asleep during the
service.
“She looked like she was in so much agony,” says Tamelia, who picked a fight with her after the funeral. “I was
like, ‘Aren’t you tired of this yet?’”
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Sometimes Yvette will show up unannounced at Joyce’s house. She will wait on the couch for hours to see her
oldest daughter. But the reunions never last long. And they don’t really stay with Tamelia — not like the years
spent apart.
Tamelia did invite her father to the scholarship ceremony. Thomas has been trying to make things good with
Tamelia since he got out of jail three years ago.
“She feels like she has to raise herself,” says Thomas, who lived with distant relatives most of his childhood.
“That’s the way I always felt.”
Thomas lives on disability insurance, and he splits his time between his girlfriend’s apartment in California and his
mother’s in South Seattle. He tries to give Tamelia advice, to play the father she missed for so many years.
Sometimes he gets it right, singing “Happy Birthday” over the phone, charming his way through a parent-teacher
conference.
Sometimes he gets it wrong. The scholarship ceremony was one of those times.
“I didn’t feel like going, and she said it was no big deal,” he says. “I knew it was important, though, so I drove her
there and picked her up.”
If you ask Joyce, it seems pretty clear: Tamelia asked too much of foster care. Didn’t she have a roof over her
head? Her own room? Even a washer and dryer to clean her clothes?
“She shouldn’t have been so bitter,” Joyce says. “To me, she was whining too much.”
But Tamelia wanted more. She wanted the same praise, worry, encouragement, inspiration and support she
saw Joyce give her own. If Joyce could invest so much time and money helping her grandson through college,
couldn’t she show up at Tamelia’s scholarship ceremony?
But Joyce was working two jobs, sometimes coming home past dinner, sometimes working weekends. She was
busy with court dates, trying to get one of Tamelia’s cousins out of trouble. She had better things to do than hold
Tamelia’s hand.
“Nobody gave me nothing,” Joyce says. “I done it on my own.”
So when calls were made to school about Tamelia, they usually came from a social worker, not from Joyce. Social
workers taught Tamelia how to hunt for jobs, how to save money, how to prepare for life after foster care.
“Joyce has got a lot on her hands, but she’s a good woman,” says Tamelia’s grandmother. “She really cares about
them kids. She might not show it in the way the kids want her to, but she cares.”
But the way Tamelia sees it, Joyce would never have sent her sister away if she really cared. So Tamelia strolled
right on through that house, eyes straight ahead, no respect for anyone. She didn’t wash the dishes, didn’t sweep
the floor. She screamed and yelled and sometimes threw things.
“I got nothing to say about that girl,” Joyce says. “And that should say everything.”
A magazine photo of a sonogram is taped to a page deep in Tamelia’s diary. Beneath the photo, she has drawn a
headstone, and written “R.I.P.” on it.
Below that she wrote the date of her baby’s birthday. Or the day that should have been her baby’s birthday:
February 28, 2004.
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When the sex started, Tamelia insisted on condoms. She would not end up like her mother, with children she
could not afford. But one night, she and Leon made a mistake.
Tamelia could have started a family. She had played mother at 7—why not at 17? She knew where to find
resources, which counselors to call.
But it would mean losing Leon. Who could raise a child with a father who wasn’t ready?
The baby was not the first thing she gave up for Leon. Months before, there was the opening at Job Corps, a free
program that would have taught her a trade.
But she heard it would mean moving to Portland. And Leon said he could not stand to be apart.

What Could Be
Nine-year-old Zakarrah dangles her legs over the side of a booth at Denny’s restaurant in Renton, her head
bowed over her older sister’s diary.
So many diaries through the years, but this is her sister’s favorite. Sturdy and strong and unwilling to fall apart.
And the cover is so fine—all fuchsia and furry, with plastic crystals at the center of blue-stitched flowers. There are
girly doodles of Leon’s name on one page, blue-inked tears on the next.
On the last page is a photo collage Tamelia has made of six of her seven siblings. She writes poems with them
in mind, promising to stay strong, to never let them down. But truth is, if she passed some of them on the street,
she would walk right on by, not knowing they were kin.
Zakarrah has lived in a foster home, with other relatives, for years now. She doesn’t complain, but Tamelia is
determined to get her out anyway, to piece back what she can of her family.
So this is the plan: Enroll in parenting classes, get licensed as a foster parent, and take Zakarrah to live with her in
some quiet neighborhood—someplace like Queen Anne Hill.
She already mothers the girl as much as she can from miles away. She gives her pencil cases in the fall and
new shoes for Christmas. She buys Zakarrah a pink bike and teaches her to ride. She puts in tutoring time after
school. She forces Zakarrah to read out loud, so she knows the girl is not cheating.
“I’m going to raise her, before I have any children of my own,” Tamelia says.
It sounds like a fairy tale to Zakarrah. She has never spent a whole weekend with her older sister. It’s hard to
imagine having entire years together.
And there’s this question: What if I miss my foster family?
“You have to deal with missing people,” Tamelia tells her. “It’s a part of life.”
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What She Did
Graduation day finally arrived in August. It came in a smaller package than Tamelia had hoped for, with only three
other seniors beside her at the John Stanford International Center. The anthem was played on a boom box.
Her parents were not there. Her foster mother was not there.
But Leon was there. So was Zakarrah, and their two older brothers.
They all stood smiling at Tamelia in her cap and gown, the first in the family to graduate from high school. That got
the brothers talking—maybe they would try for that GED, maybe even college.
They posed together for pictures, taken by cousins with disposable cameras. There was a suggestion: how about
one of just Tamelia and her brothers?
“No, I want my sister in this picture,” snapped Tamelia, pulling Zakarrah back into the frame. “These are my
siblings—they all go together.”
When it came Tamelia’s turn to give a short speech, she stood at the podium and smiled her sweetest smile, her
lips all dressed up in gloss, her hair braided back, her eyelids lined in green to match her gown.
“I’m finally graduating,” she told the small audience. “It wasn’t the way I wanted it to be, but I’m grateful.”
Then she stepped down from the podium to start the rest of her life.

Postscript
Tamelia Cormier began cosmetology classes last month at Seattle Vocational Institute. She works the night shift at
a McDonald’s in downtown Seattle, spending much of the $7.16 an hour on bills, groceries and car repairs.
She is still dating Leon.
And in late August, she moved out of her foster home and into a village-style apartment complex in South Seattle.
She pays about half of the monthly rent, and the YMCA Independent Living Program pays the rest until she
graduates from school.
Outside the apartment building, there is a tall, sturdy tree in the yard; if all goes according to plan, Tamelia’s
children will one day play in its branches.

Source
Solomon, C. (2004, October 26). Growing out of foster care. The Seattle Times. Retrieved February 1, 2005 from
http://archives.seattletimes.nwsource.com/cgi-bin/texis.cgi/web/vortex/display?slug=fostergrad26m&date=20041
026&query=growing+out+of+foster+care
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Actions You Can Take to Support Successful Educational Outcomes
for Students in Care
Know why children are placed in out-of-home care
Sometimes children and youth in care feel that educators believe they are in out-of-home care because they have
done something wrong. In fact, children in foster care are there because of events beyond their control.

Connect with child welfare staff
•	Find out which students are living with foster or adoptive families, kinship caregivers, or in group living
arrangements.
•	Seek appropriate support from school administrators. Take the initiative to learn and then share information
with administrators and school counselors about out-of-home care in general and the agency associated
with your school district.
•	Get clarity on what can and cannot be disclosed by child welfare staff. Stay focused on what you need to
know to help the student in school, and get what information you can within the limits of confidentiality.
•	Build your relationships with child welfare staff over time; learn from them about the system they work in
and how it can mesh with the one you work in.

Explore the student’s academic history
•	Contact the student’s former teacher and school to find out about academic status, strengths, challenges,
and history. Help ensure that school records and Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) are delivered to the
appropriate staff at your school in a timely fashion.
•	Be aware that each move a student is forced to make can delay academic progress by months, that many
children and youth in foster care have a harder time learning because of their experiences, and that they
may have been in educational settings in which they were not supported well because they were seen as
transient.
•	Invite the resource parents—foster parents, kinship caregivers, adoptive parents, etc.—to work with you in
assessing the student’s current level of achievement and in setting reasonable goals for the academic year.

In the classroom
•	Be aware that children and youth in care generally tend not to perform as well in school as others. Thirty to
40 percent of kids in foster care are also in special education, so your student may already have an IEP or
may need one. While the student may have a learning disability because of poorer maternal health during
pregnancy or prenatal exposure to drugs and alcohol, the enormous emotional burdens of grief, loss, and
uncertainty about the future can also impair a child’s ability to concentrate, learn, and acquire new skills.
For example, you can support the student’s development by ensuring that routines are regular and that he
or she has opportunities to practice needed skills and is alerted to any schedule changes.
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•	Determine the student’s academic, social, and emotional level, and then find ways to help him or her fit
into the class by using accommodations and adaptations to support educational success.
•	Respect the child’s right to privacy. Students and teachers who do not have responsibility for teaching the
child do not need to know his or her foster care status.
•	Structure materials and tasks in the classroom to help the student achieve success, even if academics
are a problem. Help offset the chaos in the student’s life by providing structure and predictability in the
classroom.
•	Broaden the diversity of families depicted in the books and materials in your classroom to include foster,
adoptive, and kinship caregivers.
•	Keep in mind that a child or youth in out-of-home care or one who has been adopted may not be able to
complete certain assignments. For example, constructing a family tree or bringing in a baby picture can
be impossible for a child who has been frequently and suddenly moved or has little contact with his or her
birth family. Similarly, getting permission for a special activity such as a field trip can be problematic when
the current caregivers do not have legal authority to give permission.
•	Consider doing a unit on foster care during May. See www.hunty.cuny.edu/socwork/nrcfcpp/foster-caremonth/trad-toolkit for a toolkit. A list of books about foster care and adoption is available on the National
Resource Center for Family-centered Practice and Permanency Planning website at www.hunter.cuny.edu/
socwork/nrcfcpp/support-and-retention/books-on-foster-care-and-adoption.html along with a section on
educational issues and children in care.

Your relationship with the child and family
•	Like other students, a child or youth in foster care does not want to be treated differently, but he or she
also needs to be accommodated. Strive to ensure the student does not feel exposed as a special case as
he or she does in so many other settings. At the same time, be lenient when circumstances warrant it.
•	Remember that many children and youth in foster care find it difficult to trust adults, often for good reason.
Recognize your own status as a potential disappointer and work to achieve a trusting relationship over
time. Behavior and attitudes intended to be caring can appear just the opposite when they have been
experienced in a negative context in the past. Be patient and consistent.
•	Some teachers may feel challenged by highly involved resource parents who advocate very strongly for the
student. Remember that these children and youth need someone who is on their side, even if that person
seems over-involved. Try to work with the energy the parents bring to their child’s academic life.
•	What children and youth in foster care need are strong advocates in the schools. Educators, resource
parents, agency staff, and birth families can all contribute to school success when they understand the
challenges and have the opportunity to collaborate in providing support to these students.

Preparation for postsecondary education, training, and career goals
•	Prepare students for postsecondary education experiences while they are in middle and high school. Help
them become aware of the full range of postsecondary program options.
•	Train students early in self-determination and self-advocacy so that they can speak up for themselves,
direct and redirect their lives, solve problems, reach valued postsecondary education and training goals,
and take part in their communities.
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•	Help students find access to appropriate academic supports, high school course planning, SAT/ACT and
other assessment preparation, and guidance and follow-up in selecting and applying to postsecondary
education and training programs.
•	Link students to existing community educational and career development programs, such as TRIO and
College Bridge Programs.

Resources
National Foster Care Month Traditional Toolkit at www.hunter.cuny.edu/socwork/nrcfcpp/foster-care-month/tradtoolkit.html.
Casey Family Programs (2002). Action list for educators. From Endless Dreams—Educational Attainment:
Improving Educational Outcomes for Youth in Out-of-Home Care. For more information on the Endless Dreams
curriculum, e-mail info@casey.org.
Casey Family Scholars Program of the Orphan Foundation of America. Provides scholarships for postsecondary
education and training to young people who have been in foster care. Education and training vouchers. Federal
Independent Living/Chafee program funds for postsecondary youth who are formerly from foster care, with up to
$5,000 a year toward the cost of attending a postsecondary institution. Eligible expenses include tuition and room
and board. For information, go to www.orphan.org or call (571) 203-0270.
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Session 4: Evaluation and Feedback
Understanding the impact on youth who are part of the “system”
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session five
Session Five
Ensuring school stability and seamless
transitions between schools and school
districts when school moves take place
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Session 5: Facilitator’s Guide
Insuring school stability and seamless transitions between
schools and school districts when school moves take place
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) Learn the importance of school stability and what stability can mean to a student.
2)	Learn about the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 and what “in the
best interest of the child” means.
3) Learn about what “awaiting foster care placement” means in the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act.
4) Learn how to access their state laws relating to school stability.
5)	Learn how the school and community can increase the number of placement options in the school-home
community.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Read handouts and
review PowerPoint slides.

Handouts:

Youth in out-of-home care live, on
average, in two to three different
places each year. With each move,
they are often forced to change
schools. Studies indicate that
frequent school changes negatively
affect the student’s educational
growth and graduation rates. Youth
in care are entitled to educational
stability and efforts must be made
to keep them in their same school
whenever possible. School may
be the one place where the youth
has had and can continue to have
consistency and stability.

60 min

Download The
McKinney-Vento Act and
Children Awaiting Foster
Care Placement resource
and Goals 1 and 2 of the
Blueprint for Change at
www.abanet.org/child/
education
Go to www.abanet.org/
child/education and
find out how your state
or jurisdiction defines
“awaiting foster care.”
Prepare questions and
answers from Fostering
Connections law and
McKinney-Vento Act
to prepare for press
conference activity.

• Q&A from the
Legal Center
for Foster Care
& Education:
Fostering
Connections
to Success
and Increasing
Adoptions Act of
2008: Education
Provisions
• Q&A from the
Legal Center for
Foster Care &
Education: What
Child Welfare
Professionals
Need to Know
about Awaiting
Foster Care
Placement and
the McKinneyVento Act
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Session 5
“Educating
Children in Foster
Care” by Sara
Munson and
Madelyn Freundlich
Overview on the
importance of
education stability
and support for
youth in foster
care www.ncls.
org/programs/cyf/
cpieducate
Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Review of last class,
class expectations, bin,
overview of agenda

Participant agenda

Give an advance organizer: State
the purpose of the day’s session—
to learn about the laws governing
school stability and brainstorm what
your school can do to help.

Discuss or present the
PowerPoint.

Session 5 Power
Point

 riefly describe PowerPoint
B
presentation.

Divide the group into
4 sections. Have 2
groups prepare a
press conference for
McKinney-Vento and
2 groups prepare a
press conference for
Fostering Connections
(see Session 3 for press
conference description).

 &A from the Legal
Q
Center for Foster
Care & Education:
Fostering
Connections
to Success
and Increasing
Adoptions Act of
2008: Education
Provisions

Every state defines the laws
differently so it is very important
to know what your state law says
about McKinney-Vento’s definition of
awaiting foster care placement.

5 min
Overview:
1) Education
Stability
2) McKinney-Vento
Act and Awaiting
Foster Care
Placement
3) Fostering
Connections
and Increasing
Adoption Act of
2008
30 min
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Keep informed of how your state will
regulate the Fostering Connections
law and always refer to www.
abanet.org/child/education for
updated information.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

 &A from the Legal
Q
Center for Foster
Care & Education:
What Child Welfare
Professionals Need
to Know about
Awaiting Foster
Care Placement
and the McKinneyVento Act
For more copies of
the Q&A’s: www.
abanet.org/child/
education
Topic:
School-Based
Recruitment Activity
Determine Ways
That Your School
Can Increase the
Number of Foster
Homes in the
School Community
20 min

Activity: The school PTA
decided that one of their
projects for the school
year was to increase the
number of foster homes
in the school attendance
area so that if a student
had to be removed from
his or her school, a
local foster family could
receive the child and he
or she would not have to
change school.

Prepared flip
charts for small
or large group
brainstorming
activity

The faculty and staff supported
the PTA project of increasing the
number of foster families in the
school attendance area.
Brainstorm a plan for the PTA at
your local school to accomplish.

Using the handout,
Frequently Asked
Questions about Being a
Foster Parent (available
from the National Foster
Parent Association:
www.nfpainc.org),
break the group into
two smaller groups and
have them brainstorm
strategies that they
might consider for
accomplishing the above
goal.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day. Review topics for
next training sessions (if
appropriate).

Evaluation forms

Evaluation

5 min

Complete evaluations
and collect.
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Session 5: Participant Agenda
Insuring school stability and seamless transitions between
schools and school districts when school moves take place
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1) Learn the importance of school stability and what stability can mean to a student.
2)	Learn about the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 and what “in the
best interest of the child” means.
3)	Learn about what “awaiting foster care placement” means in the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act.
4) Learn how to access their state laws relating to school stability.
5)	Learn how the school and community can increase the number of placement options in the school-home
community.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

30 min

Education stability, McKinney-Vento
Act— Awaiting Foster Care, and the
Foster Connections and Increasing
Adoptions Act of 2008

PowerPoint presentation and discussion

20 min

School-based foster home recruitment

Activity

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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Educating Children
in Foster Care
State Legislation 2004 – 2007

NatioNal
CoNfereNCe
of
State
legiSlatureS
March 2008

“Education was one of the few stabilities that I had in my life. My hope would be that a family would fill that
role, but for me, it was education. That was the greatest gift. Everything else was taken away from me, but
education wasn’t. Even though it was a battle and a roller coaster, it was a sense of normalcy for me. It made the
difference. For foster youth, who lose their culture, sense of self, and identity, education is their ticket out. It’s one
of the few things no one can take away from them.”1

IntroductIon
Children and youth in foster care face significant challenges to positive educational experiences and
academic achievement. Since the early 2000s, child welfare policy and practice have placed greater
emphasis on meeting the educational needs of children and youth in foster care.2 A growing body
of state legislation has addressed some of the key challenges to improving educational outcomes for
children and youth in foster care.3
This report, a companion to the National Conference of State Legislatures’ December 2003 report,
Educating Children in Foster Care,4 reviews state legislation enacted between 2004 and 2007 to improve
the educational experiences and opportunities of children and youth in foster care. It also provides
information on laws and policies regarding early learning and foster care which were not included in
the first report. The level of legislative interest indicates that education for children in foster care is a
growing and increasingly higher level legislative priority nationwide.

Background
Children and youth in foster care face significant barriers to positive educational experiences and
academic achievement. Most children who enter foster care have been exposed to many conditions that
have undermined their chances for healthy development.5 On average, children who enter the foster
care system have experienced more than 14 different environmental, social, biological and psychological
risk factors before coming into care. These factors often include abuse and neglect, exposure to
illicit drugs, and poverty.6 Once in foster care, they often experience other challenges to their wellbeing. They may be separated from their brothers and sisters, moved from one foster care placement
to another, and experience frequent changes in caseworkers who may lack the skills and resources to
effectively advocate and plan for their “best interests.”7
For the more than 800,000 children and youth served by the foster care system each year,8 educational
success represents a potential counterbalance to the traumatic experiences of abuse, neglect, separation
and impermanence they have endured and the uncertainty, confusion and fear they may experience
in foster care.9 Positive school experiences can enhance children’s well-being, help them make more
successful transitions to adulthood, and increase the likelihood that they can achieve personal fulfillment
and economic self-sufficiency and contribute positively to society.10
For all children and, in particular, for children and youth in foster care, educational coordination,
stability, continuity, advocacy and opportunity are essential to positive educational experiences and
academic success.11 Studies indicate, however, that children and youth in foster care, compared to
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similar children who are not in foster care, have higher
rates of school transfer, school absence or tardiness,
and suspension and expulsion. They are more likely
to receive poor grades, be placed in more restrictive
classrooms, perform below grade level, be retained a
grade, and receive low scores on state testing. Studies
suggest that they are less likely to do their homework,
receive help with schoolwork, enroll in college
preparatory courses, receive a high school diploma, or
participate in post-secondary education.12

Numerous placement changes, which frequently
result in school changes and delays in school
enrollment;

•

Unclear lines of responsibility and accountability
for educational progress;

•

Lack of coordination between child welfare
agencies, schools, and other service providers; and

•

Lack of a consistent and knowledgeable
educational advocate.

Interagency Coordination, Collaboration and
Information Sharing
California and Washington continue to be leaders
in legislatively addressing the need for improved
coordination and collaboration between child welfare
and education systems. Earlier legislation in California
and Washington set the stage for subsequent laws.

Several factors have been found to contribute to these
negative educational experiences,13 including:
•

decision making and advocacy; early childhood
development; post-secondary educational preparation;
post-secondary educational opportunities; and other
educational protections and benefits that are essential
to ensuring educational success for children and youth
in foster care.

California. In 1981, the Legislature appropriated
funds for the Foster Youth Services (FYS) Program,
based in the state’s Department of Education,
to provide grants to counties to develop local,
coordinated approaches to public education for
children in group homes. In 1999, the Legislature
appropriated funds for the FYS Program to be
expanded statewide, and, as of 2005, 55 California
counties were participating.16 A 2006 report17
highlighted the positive effects the FYS programs haa
had on:

Research and advocacy have highlighted the critical
importance of educational success for children
and youth in foster care to ensure their healthy
development and positive adult functioning following
discharge from foster care.14 In the absence of
significant policy and practice improvements, children
in foster care will continue to have poor educational
experiences, lack the opportunities they need to
succeed academically, and be deprived of the resources
that they deserve to reach their full potential.15

State LegISLatIon
Since 2003, legislative efforts to improve the
educational achievement of children in foster care have
increased substantially across the country, resulting
in the enactment of a total of 51 laws. Seven statutes
were passed in six different states in 2004; 17 statutes
in 12 states in 2005; 15 statutes in 11 states in 2006;
and 12 statutes in 11 states in 2007.
These state statutes focus on critical educational issues
for children and youth in foster care: interagency
coordination, collaboration and information-sharing;
educational stability; education continuity; educational

•

Children’s academic improvement: 68 percent
gained at least one month of academic growth per
month of tutoring received.

•

Expulsion rates: Only 0.2 percent—eight
students—were expelled, surpassing the target
objective of fewer than 5 percent of students
expelled.

•

Attendance rates: A 96 percent attendance rate was
achieved.

The success of the FYS program has been attributed
to the program’s focus on obtaining health and school
records to determine appropriate school placements
and coordinate instruction; providing direct service
and referrals for counseling, tutoring, mentoring,
vocational training, emancipation services and training
for independent living; and facilitating educational
advocacy, training and collaboration among partner
agencies and systems.18 However, as current funding
allows for services to only approximately 16 percent of
the youth in foster care in the state, additional support

National Conference of State Legislatures
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will be needed to ensure that the remaining 84 percent
of children and youth in care have the opportunity to
benefit from these services.
In 2003, California passed Assembly Bill 490 (AB
490), landmark legislation to address the barriers
to equal educational opportunities for children in
foster care. The legislative intent of AB 490 was
that “educators, care providers, advocates, and the
juvenile courts shall work together to maintain stable
school placements and to ensure that each pupil is
placed in the least restrictive educational programs,
and has access to the academic resources, services,
and extracurricular and enrichment activities that are
available to all other pupils.”
AB 490 required educational agencies to designate
educational liaisons for children in foster care
to ensure and facilitate timely and appropriate
educational placements and transfers.19 Progress has
been made,20 including the development of training
and other implementation materials to ensure roles,
responsibilities and rights are clearly understood by
children, child welfare personnel, educators, foster
parents, group home staff and others.21 Despite the
positive effects, however, more work remains because
some youth continue to experience delays in school
enrollment; difficulty accessing transportation;
difficulty receiving partial credits for previous
coursework; and placement in more restrictive
environments.22

Washington. In 2003, Washington passed legislation
requiring the child welfare agency to develop protocols
with school districts and an interagency oversight
committee to ensure communication, coordination,
collaboration and effective sharing of information.23
As a result,24 an educational manager is now on
staff at the Children’s Administration; caseworkers,
educational staff and foster parents have been trained
in educational advocacy and information sharing;
and a practical field guide has been developed
for widespread stakeholder use.25 To further the
effectiveness of this legislation, advocates are working
with state legislators to explore funding to expand the
presence of dedicated educational staff within each of
the six Children’s Administration regions.
From 2004 through 2007, a growing number of states
enacted legislation to promote stronger collaboration
and communication between child welfare systems

and educational agencies and, in some cases, other
stakeholders.

Interagency Agreements
In Florida, legislation passed in 200426 requires
interagency agreements to be developed among the
state child welfare agency, the state educational agency
and district school boards to address educational
disruptions for children in foster care, identify
necessary services, foster information sharing, address
educational needs of children with disabilities, and
provide educational advocacy training. This legislation
also clarified the scope of information sharing
activities, adding the child welfare department and lead
community-based providers to the list of organizations
to which students’ records may be released, consistent
with federal law.27

Interdisciplinary Collaboration
In 2005, laws were enacted in Arkansas28 that
encourage collaboration and the ongoing exchange of
information between parents, the child welfare agency,
schools, courts and service providers. House Bill 2604
states that, “…the Department of Human Services
and the local school districts shall work together for
the best interests of any child placed in the custody
of the department.” House Bill 1710 states that, “…
individuals who are directly involved in the care,
custody, and education of foster children should work
together to ensure continuity of educational services to
foster children.”
In Louisiana, a 2006 law urged the Department of
Social Services, the Office of Community Services,
and the Department of Education to develop a plan
to improve educational progress for children in foster
care. The law included specifications for processes to
ensure that students’ health and educational records
are current; accurate and timely transfer of records;
prompt resolution of disputes regarding transportation
or service delivery; and appropriate educational
placements in the least restrictive environment.29

Interagency Information Sharing
Between 2004 and 2007, legislatures in five states
enacted statutes that clarify or expand the scope of
information that the child welfare system or the courts
provide to educational authorities.
•

In Maryland, Senate Bill 426, enacted in 2005,
requires the foster care placement agency to provide
notice to schools regarding a child’s foster care

National Conference of State Legislatures
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status at the time of enrollment (or the plan for
enrollment).30
•

•

•

•

A 2007 New Hampshire law requires the court
to notify a school district when the court is
considering an out-of-district placement in order
to give the school district an opportunity to send a
representative to the placement hearing.31
In Virginia, 2005 legislation requires social
services agencies, within 72 hours of placing a
child in foster care, to notify the principal of the
school in which the student is to be enrolled and
the superintendent of the relevant school district
or a designee and to inform the principal of the
status of the child’s parents’ parental rights.32 In
addition, the Virginia legislature passed two laws,
in 2007, that require parents, guardians or licensed
child placing agencies to provide information
regarding students’ criminal or delinquency status
to the public schools upon registration.33
Following the passage of two pieces of legislation in
2005, Arkansas now requires that the child welfare
department provide information to schools on any
health and safety issues that affect students who
are in foster care. The department also is required
to provide notice to local school districts when
the court has placed a 72-hour hold on a child
or a child has been placed in the department’s
custody.34
In 2005, the governor of California signed a bill
urging Congress to enact an exception to the
federal Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act
(FERPA) to allow schools to share relevant pupil
records with interagency child death teams.35

Educational Stability
One significant barrier to the educational success
of children and youth in foster care is placement
instability and resulting school mobility. Children
and youth in foster care frequently experience both
planned and unplanned school changes, often when
they first enter the foster care system (and cannot be
placed in a foster home within their original school
district), and again throughout their time in foster care
if they move from one foster home to another.36 A
number of studies have documented the educational
instability of children and youth in foster care:

•

An estimated two-thirds to three-quarters of
children and youth who enter the foster care
system must change schools.37

•

One study found that almost 65 percent of
children entering foster care had to transfer to a
new school in the middle of the school year.38

•

On average, children in foster care move one or
two times each year.39

•

In a study of young adults who had left foster care
at age 18, one-third reported they had changed
schools five or more times.40

•

Another study found that 65 percent of adults
formerly in foster care experienced seven or more
elementary and secondary school changes before
they left high school. Nearly one-third experienced
10 or more school placement changes during their
stay in foster care.41

School mobility has been shown to have a significant
negative effect on children’s academic progress and
opportunities for educational success.42 Studies have
found a relationship between frequent school changes
and an increased risk of failing a grade in school or
performing poorly on standardized tests:
•

One study found that, by the sixth grade, students
who had changed schools four or more times
had lost approximately one year of educational
progress.43

•

Another study found that children and youth in
foster care who attended public schools scored 16
to 20 percentile points below youth who were not
in foster care on statewide standardized tests at
grades three, six and nine.44

School changes also have been found to negatively
affect children’s social experiences because they have
fewer opportunities to develop strong and healthy
peer-to-peer relationships and relationships with
teachers.45 Finally, school changes also cause children
and youth to miss opportunities to prepare for postsecondary education or learn about the educational
resources that may be available to them.46
School stability, by contrast, is associated with
improved educational progress for children and youth
in foster care. One study found that youth who had
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one fewer placement move each year—and greater
school stability as a result—were almost twice as likely
to graduate from high school before they left foster
care.47

The 2003 NCSL education report highlighted the
legislative efforts in California, New Hampshire and
Washington to promote educational stability for
children and youth in foster care.

The federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act
(42 U.S.C. §11431 et seq.) provides for educational
stability of many children in foster care, as it offers
eligible children “awaiting foster care placement”
certain rights and protections, including the right
to remain in their original schools.48 The act does
not define “awaiting foster care placement.” A few
states, however, have defined the term through statute,
regulation or policy:

California. As noted earlier, the California State
Assembly passed AB 490, which in addition to other
provisions, provides almost all of the McKinneylike protections to children in foster care.54 AB 490,
however, did not include a mandate for transportation
to a child’s school of origin (even when determined to
be in that child’s best interest). As a result, advocates
and caseworkers have found it difficult to maintain
children’s enrollment in their school of origin.55

•

New Hampshire. A 2001 New Hampshire law

•

•

•

Since 2003, administrative policies for Tennessee’s
Department of Children’s Services have provided
that children in temporary or emergency
placement shall remain in their previous schools
if possible and if it is in the child’s best interests.
These policies further state that the local
school system has the first obligation to provide
transportation, under the McKinney-Vento
Homeless Education Act. If the local school
system does not provide transportation, the case
manager may be required to transport the child or
youth to and from the original school until he or
she is placed in a more permanent setting.49
Enacted in 2005, Delaware law states that
“awaiting foster care placement” includes all
children in out-of-home care, thereby providing all
children in foster care with the rights and benefits
of the McKinney-Vento act.50
A 2005 Arkansas law defines all juveniles in
shelters or awaiting foster care who are in the
custody of the department as homeless children
and youth for purposes of eligibility under the
act.51
Also in 2005, the state education and child welfare
agencies in both Connecticut and Massachusetts
agreed to allow certain children in foster care the
rights and protections of the act.52

In most states, only some children in foster care meet
the definition of “awaiting foster care placement” and,
as a result, most are not afforded these protections. To
address this shortcoming, many states have created
separate laws or policies to provide educational
stability for children and youth in foster care.53

amended state statute to allow children in foster care
the opportunity to continue attending their school of
origin as long as the following conditions are satisfied:
continuing in the same school district is in the child’s
best interest; the placement is within a reasonable
distance of the school; and suitable transportation can
be arranged without imposing additional costs on the
school district or the state child welfare agency.56

Washington. In 2002 and 2003, Washington
legislators recognized the importance of neighborhoodbased foster care and early court involvement in
educational issues as key strategies in promoting
educational stability. The Legislature:
•

Mandated the formation of a working group to
prepare a plan to address educational stability for
children and youth in foster care;

•

Directed two school districts to implement a
pilot project to assist children in care to continue
attending the school in which they were enrolled
prior to entering care; and

•

Required the child welfare agency to establish
an interagency oversight committee to develop
strategies to recruit foster parents in school
districts with high rates of foster care placements
and to work with the courts to develop protocols
to ensure educational stability is addressed in
initial court hearings.57

The working group and the interagency oversight
committee have been active for a number of years, and
the legislation has resulted in increased training and
greater awareness of the importance of supporting the
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educational achievement of children in foster care.
Advocates, however, have only just received funding
to begin work with the Children’s Administration to
increase foster home recruitment in targeted areas.58
Since 2003, Arkansas, California, Missouri, Oregon,
Virginia and Washington have addressed educational
stability for children and youth in foster care through
legislation that allows children to attend their school
of origin when they enter foster care and/or when they
move from one placement to another.59
In Oregon, legislation also directs the courts to
give preference to potential foster care placements
that can maintain the child in his or her school of
origin, and it requires the placement agency provide
transportation for a child who must transfer from his
or her school of origin.
Virginia law states that a foster child who moves into
a new school district is allowed to continue to attend
his or her school of origin, and the school may be
accorded foster child education payments from the
new school district. In accordance with the new law,
the Virginia superintendent of public instruction and
commissioner of the Department of Social Services
issued memoranda to inform local school division
superintendents and local social services agencies of the
new provisions.60

In 2003, three states legislatively mandated the
immediate enrollment of children in foster care in new
schools when a school transfer was necessary.63 Since
2003, an additional five states have enacted legislation
to safeguard the rights of children in foster care to
educational continuity when they must be enrolled in
new schools.
•

In Missouri, House Bill 1453, enacted in
2004, requires the automatic transfer of records
whenever children must change schools when they
enter foster care. The law mandates that the child
welfare agency and the education agency establish
procedures to facilitate this record transfer.64

•

A 2005 Virginia law requires that children in
foster care be immediately enrolled in school,
regardless of whether a local social services agency
is able to produce the required documents. It
mandates school district cooperation to facilitate
the enrollment of children in foster care across
jurisdictional lines.65

•

Arkansas legislation passed in 2005 requires that
every school district identify a foster care liaison
to ensure timely school enrollment of children in
foster care, help these children transfer schools,
and expedite the transfer of school records.66 To
date, the effect of this legislation has been mixed.
Although educational liaisons are now available
in all 10 state child welfare agency area offices, it
is not always clear who serves as the liaison, given
staff turnover and the frequent assignment of
liaison responsibilities to caseworkers.67

•

North Carolina, in 2007, enacted legislation
that provides that students may attend school
outside their school district where they reside if
their parents or legal guardians have relinquished
physical custody upon recommendation of
the Department of Social Services or Division
of Mental Health. It further requires that
the state Board of Education and every local
board of education ensure compliance with the
McKinney-Vento Act.68

•

A 2007 Maine law implements the
recommendations of the Governor’s Task
Force to Engage State’s Youth and ensures that
students who must change schools have the same
opportunities to earn an approved high school
diploma.69

Washington added a new legislative provision directing
the interagency Oversight Committee to develop
strategies to maintain children in foster care in the
schools they were attending at the time they entered
care.61

Educational Continuity
When children in foster care are not able to remain
in their schools of origin, they often are not
immediately enrolled in a new school. Like many
homeless students, they frequently lack the documents
required for school enrollment, such as school records,
medical records or proof of residency. Without legal
protections, children who are moved to new foster care
placements may experience significant delays in school
enrollment, resulting in days, weeks or even months
of exclusion from school as they wait for documents
to be located, testing to be initiated or re-done, and
educational planning meetings to be scheduled and
convened.62
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Education Decision Making and Advocacy
Children and youth in foster care often lack a
knowledgeable, consistent educational advocate.70
Although children in foster care may have several
assigned advocates (including foster parents,
caseworkers, school social workers, attorneys, judges
and others), these individuals may not have the
skills or knowledge to effectively serve as educational
advocates. They may not be well-versed on education
law and policy or trained to work with school systems
to meet the educational needs of children and youth
in foster care. All too frequently, parents and foster
families are not included in educational planning
meetings; foster parents are not supported in their
roles as educational advocates for the children placed
with them; and caseworkers already overburdened by
large caseloads do not have the time to participate in
educational planning activities.71
As described in the 2003 NCSL report, a number of
states, in the early 2000s, enacted legislation regarding
educational decision-making and advocacy for
children in foster care. Arizona, California and New
Hampshire incorporated language from regulations
implementing IDEA (enacted as the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, as amended in 1997) that
provided that a foster parent may act as a child’s
“parent” under IDEA.72
Ohio requires foster parents seeking licensure in
specialized foster care to receive training in special
education.73 California regulations require courts to
appoint a “responsible adult” to make educational
decisions for a child whenever the court limits the
educational rights of the parent or guardian,74 and they
give first preference to relative caregivers, foster parents
or court appointed special advocates for appointment
as a surrogate parent in cases in which no parent can
be identified.75 These regulations, however, restrict
the authority of a foster parent to act as a child’s
“parent” under IDEA to those situations in which
the child’s placement is a “planned permanent living
arrangement” rather than a temporary foster care
placement.76
Since 2004, the federal government and three states
have legislatively addressed educational decisionmaking for children in foster care.
•

In 2004, with the federal reauthorization of IDEA,
the definition of “parent” was expanded to include

“a natural, adoptive, or foster parent of a child
(unless a foster parent is prohibited by State law
from serving as parent).”77
•

In Arkansas, 2005 legislation requires school
districts to recognize the rights of foster parents
when making educational decisions for children.78

•

In California, Assembly Bill 1261, enacted in
2005, authorizes the court to temporarily limit the
right of a parent or guardian to make educational
decisions for a child, temporarily appoint a
responsible adult to make those decisions, and
temporarily appoint the court in the absence of a
responsible adult or assigned foster parent.79

•

In 2006, North Carolina’s House Bill 1074
defined a child’s foster parent as a “caregiver adult”
and, as such, empowered to make educational
decisions concerning the child. Foster parents are
granted the same legal authority and responsibility
regarding the child as that held by a parent or legal
custodian.80

Early Childhood Development
Children under age 1 represent the largest group of
children (15 percent) to enter the foster care system
each year.81 More than 142,000 (28 percent) of the
children in foster care are under age 5.82 Many of
these infants, toddlers and preschoolers who enter
the child welfare system already have been exposed
to poverty, substance abuse, and parental neglect and
abuse.83 Compared to other children living in poverty,
young children in foster care are far more likely to have
special needs.
Studies indicate that developmental delays are
extremely common among children younger than age
5 in out-of-home care; an estimated 13 percent to 62
percent, compared to 4 percent to 10 percent of the
general pediatric population.84 A recent study found
that more than half of over 200 children in foster
care under age 31 months had speech/language delays
(compared to the general population of preschoolers
in which only 2 percent to 3 percent had language
disorders and 10 percent to 12 percent had speech
disorders).85
Research suggests that children with health or
developmental problems fare worse in child welfare
systems.86 These vulnerable children are far less likely
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to receive services that address their needs because they
often lack the most fundamental resources to ensure
their healthy development—a consistent relationship
with a committed, caring adult who can observe their
development over time, advocate on their behalf, and
consent to services.87
Early childhood development services for children
in foster care have not been a principal focus of
state legislative activity. Since 2003, only one state
has enacted legislation to provide resources for such
services. In 2006, Arizona Senate Bill 1164 established
the Displaced Pupils Choice Grant Program that funds
tuition for preschool children with disabilities placed
in foster care with appropriations of $2.5 million from
the state general fund.88 The grants of $5000 or less
must be applied to tuition and fees for educational and
related services provided by one of the program’s 93
approved grant schools.89 The child welfare agency’s
Educational Case Management Unit is helping
the education department process applications for
eligibility. Students were first able to use the program
in the fall of 2007.90
The importance of state support of early childhood
services for children in foster care has also been
evident at the federal level in the reauthorization
of IDEA, Part C – Early Intervention (2004) and
Head Start (2007).91 Under IDEA, Part C – Early
Intervention, as amended, any state receiving a
Part C grant must make early intervention services
available to infants and toddlers with disabilities who
are wards of the state; must describe their referral
policies and procedures for children under age 3 who
are involved in a substantiated case of child abuse or
neglect; and must ensure the meaningful involvement
of underserved groups, including wards of the state,
in the planning and implementation of the Part C
program.92
The “Improving Head Start for School Readiness
Act of 2007”—the most recent Head Start
reauthorization—contains a number of provisions
regarding children in foster care, including a definition
of homelessness consistent with the McKinney-Vento
Homeless Assistance Act (with children awaiting
foster care placement included in the definition of
homeless children); requirements that programs
develop plans for meeting the needs of children in
foster care, including the provision of transportation
and collaboration with child welfare agencies; funding
for staff training, child counseling, and other services

to address the challenges of children in foster care;
and technical assistance to Early Head Start programs
to create special training and technical assistance
initiatives targeted to serving children in foster care.
In addition, the Head Start reauthorization requires
the Department of Health and Human Services to
establish standards for Head Start agencies that take
into consideration best practices with respect to
children in foster care; provide funds for training of
staff serving children who are abused or neglected;
establish program review teams that include
individuals who are knowledgeable about children in
foster care; and collect data and implement research
and evaluation activities to ensure that programs
address the specific needs of children in foster care.93

Post Secondary Educational Opportunities
Studies have reported widely varying rates of foster
youths’ college enrollment rates (ranging from 7
percent to 48 percent) and college graduation rates
(ranging from 1 percent to 8 percent).94 It is clear that
students from foster care are greatly underrepresented
in programs that offer post-secondary education and
training.95 Overall, youth in foster care are less likely
than non-foster care youth to be enrolled in college
preparatory classes (15 percent vs. 32 percent) even
when their test scores and grades are similar.96
Despite the low rates at which foster youth participate
in post-secondary education and training programs,
research has shown that children in foster care have
high educational aspirations. Courtney and colleagues
(2004) found in their study of youth in foster care in
Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin that 80 percent of the
youth wished to attend college or enroll in a postsecondary training program.97 They also found that
a number of factors significantly limited these youth’s
postsecondary access and success: significant special
education needs, low reading ability, poor grades, lack
of school continuity, and high school mobility. Other
studies have found that placement instability further
heightens the risk of school mobility for foster youth
in high school, contributing to educational disruptions
and underachievement, and a low likelihood of
pursuing postsecondary educational or vocational
programs.98
Other factors also contribute to the lack of higher
education access and poor educational and vocational
outcomes experienced by youth who have spent
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time in foster care. Most foster care alumni are “on
their own without a net,” so concerned about basic
issues such as food, shelter, finances, and health
that they find it difficult to pursue higher education
opportunities.99 They often lack parental or other
adult encouragement, practical knowledge about
college preparatory curricula and activities, and the
skills and support necessary to effectively navigate the
process of college enrollment.100 Discussions about
postsecondary education options do not regularly
occur between youth in foster care and their caregivers,
and many youth, consequently, consider colleges and
universities to be mysterious places where they may
not feel that they can belong.101 High turnover rates
of children’s caseworkers and other advocates further
reduce the chances that these youth receive consistent
college-going messages and support.102

•

The 2004 Florida Legislature passed Senate
Bill 512, requiring the child welfare agency to
develop post-high school plans for foster care
children in the ninth grade and conduct regular
interagency case reviews for children ages 13 to
17. SB 512 also requires that youth in foster
care be provided with information about the
Road-to-Independence scholarship program,
public assistance and independent living
assessments. It mandates that the child welfare
agency and the courts strive to ensure children’s
successful transition to adulthood.104 In 2006,
the Legislature amended this statute to require
that, once a child reaches age 13, the case plan
must include information regarding the child’s
educational and career path, based on the child’s
interests and abilities.105

In recognition of these challenges, state legislatures
have increasingly turned their attention to preparation
and support for post-secondary educational
opportunities for children and youth in foster care. In
contrast to the extremely limited legislative activity in
the area of early childhood development services, state
legislatures across the country have enacted a broad
array of statutes designed to provide youth with post
secondary opportunities and financially support their
continuing educational pursuits.

•

An Indiana law passed in 2005 requires a
transitional services plan for youth who will age
out of foster care, including information about
education, housing, employment and health care
services; help to develop problem-solving skills;
and access to available federal, state and local
assistance.106

•

A 2005 Texas law requires placement review
reports for children in foster care who are age
16 or older to include, among other items, a
discharge plan that identifies specific tasks to help
the child make the transition from substitute care
to adult living; a description of services available
through the child welfare agency’s Preparation for
Adult Living Program; and an evaluation of the
child’s current educational placement.107

•

The 2006 Arizona Legislature mandated
that an education case management unit be
established within the child welfare agency to
develop education plans for youth participating
in the independent living program and to help
youth graduate from high school, pass the state
standardized test, apply for post-secondary
financial assistance, and apply for postsecondary education.108 A two-member unit
began functioning in February 2007. The law
appropriates an additional $500,000 in state funds
to support the program and supplement federal
funds. Efforts are under way between the child
welfare agency and the department of education
to share data systems, facilitate outreach services

Preparation for Post-Secondary Education
As the 2003 NCSL report described, California
enacted the Higher Education Outreach and Assistance
Act for Emancipated Foster Youth in 1996, expressing
legislative intent that California State University and
the state community colleges provide outreach and
assistance to foster youth to encourage enrollment,
assist with housing issues, provide technical assistance
to campuses and track retention rates of foster youth,
and expanding representation on the appropriate
California State University advisory councils to include
at least one emancipated foster youth who is a current
or former student at the university.103
Between 2004 and 2007, nine states enacted legislation
to require planning for older youth in foster care and
provide other services and supports to strengthen
their academic performance. Four states passed laws
detailing or expanding the scope of planning efforts for
youth in foster care.
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to children, and help child welfare staff with
education planning.109

Financial and Other Support for Post-Secondary
Education

Five states enacted legislation to expand services and
supports to strengthen the academic performance of
older youth in foster care.

Since 2002, the federal government and states have
increased the level of financial assistance available
to youth in foster care for post-secondary education
and training. In 2002, Congress appropriated
discretionary funding for education and training
vouchers (ETVs) for foster youth within the John
H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program. In
FY 2005, ETV state grants totaled $43 million; the
50 states, Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia
receive some portion of the funds.115

•

In 2004, Kentucky enacted legislation that
requires independent living service providers
to make available to youth a range of services,
including counseling, educational and vocational
and employment services.110

•

California laws enacted in 2005 extend
opportunities for youth to remain in foster care
and be eligible for Aid to Families with Dependent
Children – Foster Care (ADFC-FC) payments
beyond age 18 when they are pursuing a high
school equivalency certificate. These laws require
county child welfare departments to provide
health and education summaries to youth in care
who have reached majority.111

•

•

•

In Louisiana, 2005 legislation requires the
department’s Office of Community Services to
provide vocational testing and counseling on
higher education and employment for youth
in long-term foster care. The law specifies that
counseling should include a minimum of three
one-hour sessions annually and should help youth
find part-time work while in high school to help
them discover their interests and capabilities and
foster a sense of independence.112
A 2005 Texas law requires that the Texas
Education Agency and the Texas Higher
Education Coordinating Board develop outreach
programs to ensure that high school students in
foster care are aware that they are exempted from
paying tuition and fees for higher education.113
In 2007, Washington enacted legislation to create
the “passport to college promise program.” This
program is designed to significantly increase
outreach to youth between the ages of 15 and
18 in foster care to make them aware of what
higher education opportunities are available, how
to apply to college, and how to apply for and
obtain financial aid. A six-year pilot program was
established.114

State financial support for higher education for foster
care alumni also has expanded.116 A number of
states passed laws to provide tuition waivers, college
scholarships and other financial assistance to help
former foster care youth attend college. Between
2004 and 2007, legislation that initiated, enhanced
or expanded tuition waiver programs was enacted
in eight states—Delaware, 2004; Florida, 2004 and
2006; Kansas, 2006; Louisiana, 2006; Maine, 2006;
Maryland, 2007; New Hampshire, 2007; North
Carolina, 2005.117 During the same time, eight other
states—California, 2006; Florida, 2006; Illinois,
2006; Kansas 2007; Nevada, 2007; Tennessee, 2006;
Vermont, 2004; Washington, 2005 and 2007—
established or increased the range of higher education
scholarship opportunities available for foster care
alumni.118
In addition, efforts designed to enhance funding for
post secondary opportunities for youth in foster care
and foster care alumni have included state legislation
that has:
•

Supported enrollment in the 21st Century
Scholars Program at any time before the student
graduates from high school (Indiana, 2005).119

•

Expanded the duties of an oversight committee
to include assessing the need among foster
youth for assistance in pursuing postsecondary
education, identifying funding sources for such
education, reviewing the effectiveness of activities
in the state to support foster youth in pursuing
such education, identifying new activities to
meet statewide needs, and reviewing progress
(Washington, 2005);120
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•

Authorized up to 50 youth per year to remain
in foster care up to age 21 to complete a posthigh school academic or vocational program
(Washington, 2006);121

Expanding Educational Opportunities
Finally, a number of states have taken steps to expand
educational opportunities for children and youth in
foster care.

•

Established a higher education savings program for
eligible children who were placed in out-of-home
care by the state (Alaska, 2007).122

•

A 2005 Montana law requires the superintendent
of public instruction to pay tuition for children
who attend school outside their district of
residence because of placement in foster care or a
group home.128

•

In 2005, California revised the scope of applicable
circumstances in which a child placed in a
licensed children’s institution or foster home does
not have to attend programs operated by the
local educational agency.129 The following year,
State Assembly Bill 1808 provided a process for
any county office of education or consortium
of county offices of education to apply to the
superintendent of public instructions for grant
funding to provide educational and support
services for children in foster care.130

•

In 2006, Arizona appropriated $2.5 million for
a grant program to pay tuition of up to $5,000
annually to private primary or secondary schools
for the first 500 qualifying children and youth in
foster care.131

•

A 2006 New Hampshire law requires the
Department of Education and the Department
of Health and Human Services to provide
educational or residential services or both to
children in court-ordered residential placements in
New Hampshire or another state.132

•

In 2007, Illinois amended the School Code
regarding special education classes for children
residing in orphanages, foster family homes,
children’s homes, or in-state housing units. The
law provides school districts with reimbursement
for the costs of educating students with disabilities
who are placed by a state agency or the courts in
residential care or whose residential placements are
paid for by a state agency.133

Other Educational Protections and Benefits
Since 2003, states have enacted legislation that
addresses a range of other educational issues for
children and youth in foster care.
Safeguards
In 2005, the Arkansas legislature passed a law that
prohibits the lowering of the grades of children in
foster care because of absences from school due to a
change in the child’s school enrollment or because
of a child’s attendance at dependency-neglect
court proceedings or court-ordered counseling or
treatment.123
Data and Accountability
In 2004, the California Legislature passed laws to
increase government accountability for the educational
outcomes of children in foster care by requiring that
children placed in nonpublic schools be included in
the state’s testing system to assess and monitor their
educational results.124 In addition, the Legislature
added nonpublic, nonsectarian schools to those
required to develop an alternative accountability
system.125
In Texas, Senate Bill 6, enacted in 2005, requires
the Health and Human Services Commission to
develop an educational passport for every child in
foster care that includes educational records, the
child’s grade-level performance, and any other relevant
information.126
Louisiana legislation enacted in 2006 requires that a
plan be developed to collect a “continual participation
census” to track the educational success of foster care
students, including standardized test scores, high
school and college graduation rates, and university and
technical college acceptance and graduation rates.127
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concLuSIon
State legislation has played a critical role in promoting
better communication and collaboration between
child welfare agencies, education departments and
other entities; increasing children’s opportunities for
school stability and continuity despite placement in
foster care and subsequent foster placement changes;
clarifying decision-making authority and strengthening
educational advocacy; and enhancing the preparation
and support youth receive as they explore postsecondary educational opportunities and continue
education beyond high school.
In many instances, oversight committees have been
established; information has been shared more readily
between appropriate parties; children and youth have
been allowed to remain in their schools of origin while
in foster care; the timeliness of children’s enrollment
in school has improved; decision-making roles and
responsibilities have been clarified; and youth have
received guidance and financial assistance to support
their post-secondary education. In addition, a number
of states have developed comprehensive education fact
sheets, manuals and guidebooks to translate these new
laws and policies into accessible tools for advocacy and
practice, ensuring that caseworkers, educators, foster
parents and youth have access to the information they
need.134
Future legislative activities aimed at improving the
educational outcomes of children and youth in foster
care will likely focus on the following areas.
•

Disseminating critical information about
the educational rights of and opportunities
for children in foster care through ongoing
educational advocacy training for caseworkers,
educators and foster parents to keep them abreast
of best practice developments and new laws or
policies.

•

Providing adequate funding for and staffing of
educational liaison positions with individuals who
are well-qualified and have the necessary time and
resources.

•

Addressing the unique developmental and
educational challenges faced by very young
children in foster care.

•

Funding all potential post-secondary educational
degree programs for current and former foster
youth (not only those at state universities or
community colleges).135

•

Providing guidance and other services beyond
financial aid to undergraduates from foster care
to ensure youth not only enter college but also
successfully complete a postsecondary degree.136

•

Addressing systemic barriers that have undermined
the effectiveness of state efforts to improve the
educational achievement of children in foster care,
including reducing caseloads so that caseworkers
have the time to get to know the children and
youth on their caseloads and advocate for their
bests interests and educational needs; decreasing
the frequency of children’s placement moves,
which significantly contributes to school
disruptions and discontinuity; and ensuring
that, when children’s foster care placements
must change, they are placed in their own
neighborhoods and communities so they can
preserve connections and remain in their schools
of origin.

•

Developing greater accountability and
compatibility of data systems between child
welfare and education agencies to better track
educational outcomes for children in foster care.

The efforts detailed in this report indicate significant
legislative interest in addressing key challenges to
educational outcomes for children and youth in foster
care. State-level legislation has improved—and will
continue to improve—the educational experiences and
opportunities of children and youth in foster care. It
can be expected that educational issues will remain
high priorities in state legislatures across the country in
the years to come.
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- Students need support for academic success.
- Child-centered with “best interest” decision-making.

For research citations, see Fact Sheet: Educational Outcomes for Children and Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care,
December 2008 www.casey.org

- School stability leads to school success.

• Main themes of this legislation include:

• Re-authorized in 2002 by the No Child Left Behind Act.

• First passed in 1987.

The McKinney-Vento
Homeless Assistance Act

For research citations, see Fact Sheet: Educational Outcomes for Children and Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care,
December 2008 www.casey.org

• Youth may lose days or even weeks of schooling due to
enrollment delays or temporary placement in emergency
care.

• Over 60% of children placed in out-of-home care return to
their parents and their communities within a year of
placement.

• Every time a child changes schools, he or she loses 4-6
months of academic achievement.

Why Focus on Education Stability?

• Mobile students are less likely to participate in extracurricular
activities and more likely to act out or get into trouble.

• Students who switch schools frequently score lower on
standardized tests; studies have found up to a 20-point
difference.

• Students who change high schools even once are less likely
than stable students to graduate even when controlling for
other factors.

Why Focus on Education Stability?

Endless Dreams
Session 5

School
Stability and
Seamless
Transitions for
Youth in Outof-Home Care
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• Unaccompanied youth: youth who are not in physical
custody of a parent or guardian who also meet the
eligibility criteria.

• Children living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, and/or
camping grounds due to lack of alternative
accommodations.

• There is no clear definition of “awaiting foster care
placement.”
• Depending on your state or jurisdiction’s interpretation,
McKinney-Vento may apply to some or all children in
foster care.
• The state of Delaware, for example, includes all children
in foster care as “awaiting foster care placement” and
thus eligible for the provisions of McKinney-Vento.
• To see if and how your state defines this term, go to
www.abanet.org/child/education.

What Does “Awaiting Foster Care
Placement” Mean?

• Children living in cars, parks, abandoned buildings,
substandard housing, bus or train stations, etc.

• Children who share housing with others due to loss of
housing, economic hardship, or similar reason.

• If remaining in the school of origin is not in the best
interest of the child, assurances by the state agency and
the local education agencies to provide immediate and
appropriate enrollment in a new school are present

• A plan for ensuring the educational stability of the child
while in foster care.

• Passed in October 2008.

Fostering Connections to Success and
Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008—
Education Provisions

• Children or youth “awaiting foster care placement.”

• Children living in public or private places not designed
for humans.

Eligibility: Who Is Covered Under
McKinney-Vento?

• Children who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate
nighttime residence.

Eligibility: Who Is Covered Under
McKinney-Vento?
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• Efforts need to be made to coordinate healthcare for
children and youth in care.

• There are new competitive dollars for “family
connection programs.”

• States can opt to keep youth in foster care under
certain Conditions until age 21.

The Fostering Connections Act Also Covers:

• A reasonable travel reimbursement for the child to
remain at the school of origin can be made through the
child welfare agency.

• The education records of the child must be sent to the
new school in a timely fashion.

Fostering Connections to Success and
Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008—
Education Provisions

• Providing an option for subsidized guardianship
payments to relatives.

• Providing additional dollars for relative caregivers.

• Promoting permanency through placement with relative
caregivers.

The Fostering Connections Act Also Covers:

Q&A: Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions
Act of 2008—Education Provisions
Legal Center for Foster Care & Education
Q: What is the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008?
A: On October 7, 2008, the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 (P.L. 110351, Fostering Connections Act) was signed into law. This law amends parts B and E of Title IV of the Social
Security Act to help hundreds of thousands of children and youth in foster care by promoting permanent
families for them through relative guardianship and adoption and improving education and health care.
Additionally, it will extend, at the state’s option, federal support for youth to age 21. The law will offer, for the
first time, many American Indian children important federal protections and support.

Q: How does this law affect education stability for children in out-of-home care?
A: Fostering Connections requires child welfare agencies to include “a plan for ensuring the educational stability
of the child while in foster care” as part of every child’s case plan. As part of this plan, the agency must include
assurances that:
•	the placement of the child in foster care takes into account the appropriateness of the current educational
setting and the proximity to the school in which the child is enrolled at the time of placement; and
•	the state child welfare agency has coordinated with appropriate local educational agencies to ensure that
the child remains in the school in which the child is enrolled at the time of placement.
	Additionally, Fostering Connections requires that if remaining in such school is not in the best interest of the
child, the case plan must include assurances by the child welfare agency and the local educational agencies
that:
• provide immediate and appropriate enrollment in a new school; and
• provide all of the educational records of the child to the school.
	Finally, Fostering Connections supports the well-being of children in out-of-home care by requiring states to
provide assurances in their Title IV-E state plans that every school-age child in foster care, and every schoolage child receiving an adoption assistance or subsidized guardianship payment, is a full-time elementary or
secondary school student or has completed secondary school.

Q: Does this law provide any additional federal funding to support education stability for children in
out-of-home care?
A: Fostering Connections increases the amount of federal funding that may be used to cover education-related
transportation costs for children in foster care. Specifically, it updates the definition of “foster care maintenance
payments” to include reasonable transportation to a child’s school of origin.
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Q: Are there any other provisions of the law that affect education?
A: In addition to the important school stability portions of the law, Fostering Connections also includes a number
of other provisions that impact the education of children in out-of-home care. First, it extends Education
Training Vouchers (ETVs) and Independent Living services to youth who, after attaining 16 years of age, have
left foster care for kinship guardianship or adoption. Next, Fostering Connections allows states, at their option,
to continue providing payments for youth in foster care to age 19, 20, or 21 as long as the youth is “completing
high school or a program leading to an equivalent credential; enrolled in post-secondary or vocational
education; participating in a program or activity designed to promote, or remove barriers to, employment;
employed at least 80 hours per month; or incapable of doing any of the above activities due to a documented
medical condition.”

Q: How does this law impact the McKinney-Vento Act and state laws that provide education stability
and other rights for children in out-of-home care?
A: The McKinney-Vento Act is a federal law that provides rights and protections to homeless children and youth,
including those “awaiting foster care placement.” Currently, many states and school districts provide rights and
protections to children in out-of-home care. Additionally, many states provide education stability rights and
protections to youth in out-of-home care through state laws. Fostering Connections can be viewed as a vehicle
that compliments and supports the work of those jurisdictions that already provide education stability rights
and protections to children in out-of-home care, as well as now requiring all jurisdictions to address school
stability and continuity.
	Implementation of Fostering Connections should be tailored to every state, depending on already existing
supports and services around the education needs of children in out-of-home care. However, the law is clear
that the child welfare agency now has a responsibility to work with the local education agency to ensure the
education stability of children in care. How the child welfare agency meets their responsibility is somewhat
flexible, as long as the rights for youth are being provided. Child welfare agencies will need to collaborate with
education agencies to serve youth; this can happen in a number of ways—
•	Create an interagency taskforce or workgroup that will identify obstacles and develop policies to ensure
compliance with Fostering Connections.
•	Develop a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that both child welfare and education agencies
collaborative develop and implement.
•	Create a position, similar to a McKinney-Vento liaison, in the child welfare agency, and support the creation
of foster care liaisons within schools.
	No matter the structure or process developed to ensure collaboration, there are specific issues that must be
addressed:
•	Creating a streamlined process for ensuring that a child remains in his or her school of origin, including
criterion or guidelines for making the best interest determination.
•	Determining the most effective way to provide transportation to the child’s school of origin.
•	Identifying a process for how a child will be immediately enrolled with records transferred in cases where it
is not in his or her best interest to remain in the same school.
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Q: Where can I learn more about the education provisions of new law and how they should be
implemented in my state?
A: Because this law is so new, advocates will need to work to train others about the law, and ensure that the
rights and protections offered to youth are being provided. State implementation will be extremely important.
The Legal Center for Foster Care and Education will develop a number of tools to assist jurisdictions with
implementation, and is available to provide training and technical assistance. Please be sure to visit our website
(www.abanet.org/child/education) for updated information and join our listserv to keep up-to-date.
If you would like training or technical assistance, please contact us at ccleducation@abanet.org.
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Q&A: What Child Welfare Professionals Need to Know about Awaiting
Foster Care Placement and the McKinney-Vento Act
Legal Center for Foster Care & Education
Q: What is the McKinney-Vento Act?
A: The McKinney-Vento Act is a federal law designed to increase the school enrollment, attendance, and success
of children and youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. It provides modest grants to
states to provide supplemental services to eligible youth.

Q: Does McKinney-Vento apply to children in out-of-home care?
A: In many cases, yes. The McKinney-Vento Act applies to children and youth living in a wide variety of unstable
or inadequate situations. Many children in out-of-home care change living placements frequently. The
McKinney-Vento Act specifically applies to such children who are considered to be “awaiting foster care
placement.” Although the Act does not define this term, many state and local child welfare agencies and
education agencies have developed definitions of who is considered to be awaiting foster care placement in
their state or locality. The McKinney-Vento Act’s protections are invaluable in helping children in out-of-home
care to succeed in school, as well as a contributing to success and stability in the home placement.

Q: What are the special protections that exist for children eligible under McKinney-Vento?
A: The McKinney-Vento Act provides eligible children with many rights and services, including:
•	The right to remain in one school, even if their temporary living situation is located in another school district
or attendance area, as long as remaining in that school is in their best interest. The school is known as
the school of origin (defined as the school in which the student was last enrolled or where the student
attended when permanently housed).
• The right to receive transportation to and from the school of origin.
•	The right to enroll in school and begin participating fully in all school activities immediately, even if they
cannot produce normally required documents, such as birth certificates, proof of guardianship, school
records, immunization records, or proof of residency.
• Supplemental services such as tutoring and mentorship.

Q: Who should a child welfare professional (caseworker, CASA, attorney, foster parent or other
advocate) contact if it is suspected that a child could be eligible under McKinney-Vento?
A: Contact the McKinney-Vento homeless education liaison from the school district immediately. Every school
district is required to designate a liaison, who is responsible for determining eligibility under the Act and
ensuring that services are provided. If the school or district office is unable to provide the liaison’s contact
information, the McKinney-Vento State Coordinator should have that information.
	A list of State Coordinators is available at http://www.serve.org/nche/downloads/sccontact.pdf. Many child
welfare agencies also employ education specialists who can provide information about the McKinney-Vento
Act and assist with communication with the liaison.

134 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

Q: What information do educators and child welfare professionals need to know to serve children in
out-of-home care under McKinney-Vento?
A: Communication and understanding between educators and child welfare professionals are critical for serving
children in out-of-home care under McKinney-Vento. Educators need to know where children in care are
living, how their permanency goals may affect school placement and stability, who should make educational
decisions on the child’s behalf, what special challenges the child may be facing, and when and where the child
is likely to move. Child welfare professionals need to know which children in care are eligible for the McKinneyVento Act’s protections, what those protections are, how to enroll children in school, and who to contact with
questions or concerns. It is important for both agencies to collaborate systemically to develop policies and
practices to implement the Act smoothly, addressing issues such as: efforts to keep students’ placements
stable and close to their schools of origin; information-sharing; educational decision-making; training; financial
responsibility; and strategies to ensure that children in out-of-home care are enrolled in school, attending, and
receiving the support they need to succeed.

Q: How can child welfare professionals work collaboratively with McKinney-Vento programs to best
serve children?
A: Many opportunities exist for collaboration between educators and child welfare professionals.
• C
 ross-training: McKinney-Vento liaisons can provide training on the McKinney-Vento Act and other
education policies for child welfare professionals; child welfare agencies can teach educators about their
policies and the common needs and challenges of children in out-of-home care. Such information can also
be included in each agency’s policy manuals.
• T
 eam meetings: Regular meetings among child welfare professionals and McKinney-Vento liaisons
provide a forum to discuss challenges and develop practical strategies to ensure children in out-of-home
care benefit from the school stability and access the Act provides.
•	Joint policies: Many state and local child welfare and education agencies have developed Memoranda
of Understanding (MOUs) defining “awaiting foster care placement” and establishing protocols to apply
the Act to children in out-of-home care, choose between the school of origin and local school, ensure
immediate enrollment, arrange transportation, share information, and resolve disputes. Many agencies also
use joint forms to facilitate implementation of the MOUs.
• E
 ducation specialists: The child welfare agencies that have added education specialists to their teams
report greater ease in ensuring the children in out-of-home care are enrolled in school, attending, and
receiving the support they need to succeed.

Q: Where can I find more information about the McKinney-Vento Act?
A: The National Center for Homeless Education (NCHE: www.serve.org/nche) and the National Association for the
Education of Homeless Children and Youth (NAEHCY: www.naehcy.org) offer information about the McKinneyVento Act.
	NAEHCY, with support from Casey Family Programs, will publish a report with practical strategies to implement
the Act for children in out-of-home care. Check www.abanet.org/child/education soon for the release.
©2008 American Bar Association and Casey Family Programs Legal Center for Foster Care and Education: www.abanet.org/child/education
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Frequently Asked Questions About Foster Parenting
What is foster care?
Foster care is the temporary placement of youth with families outside of their own home because they have been
abused or neglected. The goal is to provide a safe, stable, nurturing environment.

Will I be able to specify the age and sex of the child I want to care for?
Yes. Currently, the need for foster families is greatest for the following: youth between the ages of 11 and 16,
siblings, and teenage mothers.

Who pays for doctor visits?
Medicaid covers the cost of medical, dental, and counseling services for youth in care.

Can I adopt a child I am fostering?
The goal is to reunify a child with his or her family. In the event the child cannot return home or be placed with
other relatives, foster parents may be considered as adoptive parents.

Do I have to own my home to qualify as a foster parent?
No. However, you do have to provide space for the child according to the requirements of your state.

Is financial assistance available?
Foster parents receive a monthly reimbursement that helps cover the cost of food, clothing, and other basic
needs of youth in care.

What type of support do foster parents receive?
Each family or child is assigned a case manager who is responsible for providing support to the foster family.
Supportive services (respite care, training, crisis lines, etc.) are provided by the licensing agency. Support is also
available through state and local associations.

What are the requirements for becoming a foster parent?
Although foster care regulations vary from state to state, there are some universal requirements:
• Be 21 or older.
• Pass a criminal background check.
• Demonstrate family stability.
• Have good character references.
• Have a regular source of income.
• Pass a home safety inspection.
• Pass a family home study/assessment.
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Should you decide you do not have sufficient room in your home or are unable to provide full-time care for a child
in your home, explore alternative ways to support foster care. Visit http://www.nfpainc.org/aboutFP/getInvolved.
cfm?page=2.
Adapted from National Foster Parent Association. (n.d.) How to become a foster parent. Retrieved December 30, 2004, from http://www.nfpainc.org/
aboutFP/htb_fp.cfm?page=2
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So You Want to Be a Foster Parent?
Becoming a foster parent will change your lifestyle. Maybe not at first, but as months and years pass, you will be
affected. Foster care will affect you and your family in many areas (extended family, community involvement, your
personal activities, and those of your children.) The changes, like life around us, range from very good to very
negative.
You will find that your relatives fit into two categories when you inform them that you are going to take in a
foster child. Either they proclaim you the saints of the family or just plain nuts. Whichever side of the discussion
they voice, your choice to take in foster children puts them in various dilemmas. Grandparents suffer through
a multitude of questions. Besides the normal dilemma of whether to include the foster child on their Christmas
list, I had a grandparent question whether they should be included in their will. If you only take one or two foster
children into your home in your lifetime, those questions may need an honest answer, but after 10 or more foster
children, the questions become moot.
Foster parents are trained to respect the privacy of the foster child and their families. Relatives don’t always
understand why you can’t tell them about their new niece or nephew. Their bewilderment only gets worse when
the child acts out in an inappropriate manner and you can’t justify the behavior because the past history falls into
the data-privacy area. For some families, this leads to selective invitations, where only certain individuals, or only
adults, are invited over. What do you do in those special circumstances? Cousins will get married, families will
want a family portrait. What is the best way to handle special circumstances? No matter how many or what types
of children you care for, the one thing that relatives will come to realize is that you are a very busy person. As the
years pass, and you have to react to foster care emergency after emergency, you may find that the visits and the
invitations become few and far between.
The community, your neighbors, are not much different. There may be a few who would like to blame you for
every wrong that happens in the neighborhood because you brought those kids into your home. Most, though,
think it’s wonderful that you can do what you do, but just keep them in your yard.
Our police officers know us by name, and most of the teachers at the school refer to us as “that house.” The ones
we work with on a regular basis are supportive and complimentary; the rest just raise their eyebrows when we
pass them on the street. Church members work hard to include the children in activities but never invite the whole
family over for dinner (if someone did once, it never happened twice). Foster families tend to be larger than the
norm, and size alone can cause discomfort, without adding the abnormal behavior factor. Foster families are very
visible to the community and can add additional pressures, whether real or imaginary. As the adult of the foster
family, you will constantly find yourself surrounded by people and yet feel very much alone.
Being a foster parent will develop your skills as an independent social director, therapist, and taxi service, to
mention just a few. Activities that you took for granted as a member of the adult world will be infringed upon by
the children you invited into your home. If you are physically active and participating in athletic pursuits, your
activities may change when the teenager you accept into your home is too paranoid to ride a bike, skate, or go
in a boat. The activities of the whole family will be tailored to fit the least adaptable member. Need for attention or
preconceived fears will stimulate pseudo-injuries or refusals to participate. Your social outings will be disrupted by
unruly children or true emergencies (you will have more than you could imagine). The foster children you choose
to bring into your home will have all the normal problems but accelerated to an abnormal pace.
You will be on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The safety and welfare of the foster children will be a constant
priority. Your birth children will grow up with “the street in their home.” They will, at a young age, be aware of
the cruelties that the children of this world face. They will endure pressures at home where they were intending

138 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

to find refuge. Your choice to take in foster children will either send them on the streets in rebellion or give them
skills to become outstanding young adults. It is not uncommon to find your birth children very active outside the
home. They will participate in the community, not only because they choose to, but because it is a release from
the constant pressure foster care places on them. Your choice to accept a foster child into your home will change
your birth child for life. When you are old, no one will remember what you did. Except for:
• A child, now an adult, who has a life with a little more purpose and a lot more love.
•	A child who would never have experienced an alternate “safe family” except that you chose to be a foster
parent.
• A child who has a job and pays the bills because you taught them how to work.
• A child who completed school because you ensured that the homework was done.
• A child who treats his or her family with respect because you modeled dignity.
Thank you, from all of them!
Greg Olson, Minnesota Foster Parent
National Foster Parent Association. (n.d.). So you want to be a foster parent. Retrieved December 30, 2004, from
www.nfpainc.org/aboutFP/htb_fp.cfm?page=2
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Session 5: Evaluation and Feedback
Insuring school stability and seamless transitions between
schools and school districts when school moves take place
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session six
Session Six
Roles and responsibilities: working with
youth in foster or out-of-home care
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Session 6: Facilitator’s Guide
Roles and Responsibilities: Working with Youth in Foster or Outof-Home Care
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) 	Understand the roles and responsibilities of the following groups and individuals as regards youth in foster
care: foster (resource) families, birth parents, social workers, administrators, teachers, and support staff.
2)	Identify ways that they can collaborate and share responsibilities in order to support a youth’s educational
success.
3)	Learn about the IDEA 2004 regulations of who the “decision makers” are for youth in out-of-home care
who are in special education.
4) Review or be introduced to the issues of confidentiality (see Session 3).

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Preparation

Read activity guides and
copy handouts.

Read handouts
regarding
confidentiality:
Contact school
district legal
council or state
department
of education
for information
on FERPA.
See session 3
for additional
resources.

60 min

Create flip charts
for Roles and
Responsibilities activity.

Talking Points

Contact www.
nfpainc.org for
more information
on foster parents.
Contact www.
cwla.org for more
information on the
role of the social
worker.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Handout: Special
Education Decision
Making: Role of
Public School
Educators
Additional copies:
www.abanet.org/
child/education
Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Review of last class,
class expectations, bin,
overview schedule

Participant agenda

Give an advance organizer: State
the purpose of the day’s session
—to become familiar with the roles
and responsibilities of school and
child welfare workers and explore
ways to better collaborate and
understand who is the “parent”
when IDEA is in effect.

Have the participants
prioritize the tasks of
caseworkers and foster
parents. See the activity
guide for a Week in the
Life of…for details)

Activity guide: A
Week in the Life of
… activity guide

See the activity guide.

5 min

Topic
Exploring What’s
Expected of Foster
Parents and
Caseworkers
20 min

Activity handout:
• Caseworker
Tasks and
Responsibilities
• Foster Parent
Tasks and
Responsibilities
• Understanding
Each Other’s
Needs
Chart paper
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Topic

In small groups, answer
the questions that
explore the needs
of foster parents,
educators, and
administrators (see
activity guide).

Roles and
Responsibilities
activity guide

Foster parents often report being
made to feel like second-class
parents by the school system.
They feel overlooked at important
meetings regarding their foster
children. Even when the foster
parents may be the central, secure,
and closest parent figures in their
child’s life, they may feel dismissed
and unheard. Many foster parents
report that the home-school
partnership is lopsided.

See Session 3: If you are
introducing confidentiality
for the first time, look at
the sections of the lesson
and decide what are the
most important to cover
for your group.

See Session 3.

Identifying the
Roles of Foster
Parents, Educators,
Administrators,
and Support Staff;
Their Needs; and
the Issues That
Get in the Way of
Collaboration

Prepared flip charts

20 min
Review or
Introduce
the Issue of
Confidentiality

See Session 3.
Foster family members are
responsible for observing the
confidentiality policies of the state or
county and the foster care agency.
Foster parents must be particularly
careful to ensure that confidential
or private information about
children placed in their home or the
children’s family is kept confidential
and that information is not released
improperly.
Foster parents can usually share
information only with those persons
who need the information to carry
out their responsibilities. This
might include school personnel,
therapists, or medical personnel.
For example, school personnel will
receive only information relating to
the child’s school program. The
Release of Information documents
need to be correctly completed and
signed by the proper legal authority
before any information can be
exchanged.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Distribute handout:
Special Education
Decision Making: Role of
Public School Educators.

Handout: Special
Education Decision
Making: Role of
Public School
Educators

IDEA 2002 states that social
workers cannot be the child’s parent
so they are unable to sign the IEP
of a youth in care. If you know
your district is still allowing social
workers to sign an IEP as a parent,
contact your legal officer and ask for
a legal statement to be distributed
on this topic and sent to all school
administrators.

Evaluation forms

Evaluation

Role of the IDEA
Parent
10 min

Divide the group into
6 small groups. Do a
jigsaw activity by asking
each group to read an
assigned section of the
article (1-7). Have the
small groups discuss
their section and choose
a reporter to summarize
the section to the large
group. Begin with group
1 and go through a
summary version of
the article. Encourage
questions at the end of
the activity.

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day.

5 min

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate).
Complete evaluations
and collect.

146 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

Session 6: Participant Agenda
Roles and Responsibilities: Working with Youth in Foster or
Out-of-Home Care
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Understand the roles and responsibilities of the following groups and individuals as regards youth in foster
care: foster (resource) families, birth parents, social workers, administrators, teachers, and support staff.
2)	Identify ways that they can collaborate and share responsibilities in order to support a youth’s educational
success.
3)	Learn about the IDEA 2004 regulations of who the “decision makers” are for youth in out-of-home care
who are in special education.
4) Review or be introduced to the issues of confidentiality (see Session 3).

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

20 min

Exploring what’s expected of foster
parents and caseworkers

Group activity

15 min

Identifying roles and responsibilities

Discussion and group activity

15 min

Confidentiality*

See Session 3 (optional activity)

15 min

Role of the IDEA parent

Jigsaw activity

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation

* If participants have not completed Session 3, it is recommended that this session be 75 minutes.
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Activity Guide: A Week in the Life of…
1.	Divide the session’s participants into groups of five or six people, and give each group either the Foster
Parent Tasks and Responsibilities handout or the Caseworker Tasks and Responsibilities handout. Provide
each group with chart paper.

2.	Ask the groups to write the days of the week on the chart paper and, then, to take on the role of the
foster parent or caseworker and prioritize their tasks, from most to least urgent, so that all the tasks are
completed in one week.

3. Give the groups approximately 15 minutes to prioritize the tasks, and then pose the following questions:
		 a. How did you feel while you were prioritizing your caseworker or foster parent tasks and responsibilities?
Frustrated? Overwhelmed? Angry about the demands?
		 b. Did your group members find it easy to agree on the level of urgency of the various tasks?
		 c. What is your reaction to this activity?

4.	Allow for discussion time. Mention to the participants that being aware of the roles and responsibilities of
those working and living with youth in foster or out-of-home care not only brings understanding but also
provides insight into the importance of supporting each other. Mutual support can only mean good things/
success for the children in their care.
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Caseworker Tasks and Responsibilities
•	Ensure the child’s safety and well-being by removing her or him from an unsafe situation.
•	Place the child in a safe setting such as a foster home, group home, or shelter.
•	Locate relatives throughout the U.S. who could be possible placements for the child. Request a home
study to determine the safety and appropriateness of the home(s).
•	Develop a case plan with the family and child.
•	Monitor birth-parent participation in services. Are the parents attending and participating in therapy,
parenting classes, substance abuse education, etc.?
•	Identify people and services that can support the child and family.
•	Have monthly face-to-face contact with the child and the birth family.
•	Set up, maintain, supervise, and transport the child to visits with the birth family.
•	Ensure the child’s medical needs are being met.
•	Ensure the child’s enrollment in school.
• Ensure a surrogate has been assigned for the child in special education.
• Act as a liaison between the foster and birth families.
• Ensure compliance with court orders.
• Help the child’s family access services.
•	Regularly update the court and review boards on the family’s and the child’s progress through written
reports and attendance at hearings and reviews.
•	Attend case-planning staffings—internal and with mental health provider and group care.
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Foster Parent Tasks and Responsibilities
•	Meet the the basic need for food, clothing, and shelter of the child in care.
• Provide adequate supervision on a 24-hour basis.
•	Instruct the child in good health and hygiene habits, and provide for personal care, health, and hygiene
needs.
• Transport the child to medical, dental, therapy, assessment, and testing appointments.
• Administer all prescribed medications as directed.
• Provide a healthy, structured daily routine that allows many opportunities for regular and sufficient exercise.
•	Keep accurate records on the child—including medical, medicine charting, dental, monthly progress notes
or reports, life book information, and any written materials necessary to help in the case-planning process.
•	Help the child advance through the grieving and adjustment process that accompanies removal from his or
her home and placement.
• Express affection and positive feelings often.
•	Provide recreational and enrichment activities that will promote the healthy development of a positive selfesteem.
• Notify the caseworker and obtain permission before taking the child on trips of extended time or distance.
• Enroll the child in school, and attend any meetings regarding the child’s educational needs.
• Provide for daily attendance at school.
• Provide a quiet space in the home for the child to complete homework.
•	Monitor the child’s educational progress, and speak with school personnel regularly to ensure the child is
actively participating in school.
•	Teach the child social interaction, problem-solving, negotiation, time-management, and angermanagement skills.
•	Attend all official case-planning conferences and administrative case reviews to offer input regarding the
child in the home.
• Submit all requested documentation in a timely manner.
• Meet all foster-parent training requirements.
•	Engage the primary family of the foster child, encourage that relationship and frequent visitation in the least
restrictive environment (the child’s home, a relative’s home, the foster home, a neutral environment, or the
agency office), and facilitate reunification when indicated by the case plan.
• Help prepare the child for any move from the current foster home to another setting.
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Activity Guide: Understanding Each Other’s Needs (Role Play)
Activity statement: To fulfill his or her responsibilities, each role player in the life of a child in foster care has
certain needs. The following activity will assist us in gaining a better perspective of what each player needs.
1. Before the session, write the following questions on chart paper so that they’re ready to use in the activity.
For educators
• What word best describes the role of foster parents?
• What hinders you from (or what are some of the barriers to) working more closely with foster parents?
• What causes conflict between you and the foster parents?
• What solutions can you think of to alleviate the conflict?
For foster parents
• What word best describes your child’s teacher?
• What hinders you from working with the child’s teacher/school?
• What causes conflict between you and the school?
• What solutions can you think of to alleviate the conflict?
For administrators and/or support staff
• What word best describes the role of the foster parent?
• What word best describes the role of the teacher?
•	In your opinion, what hinders foster parents and teachers from working more closely together? How does
this affect the foster child?
2. Separate the session participants into three groups: educators, foster parents, and administrators and/or
support staff.
3. Present the chart questions for each group. Remind the participants that the success of the child is the
ultimate goal of all role players. With that goal in mind, have the groups answer their respective questions and
brainstorm at least three solutions for alleviating barriers to collaboration.
4. Have the groups present their answers and solutions.
5. After the activity, ask the participants to suggest what larger issues might be behind some of the conflicts/
barriers they’ve identified. Group their responses by the following categories. If there is time, discuss briefly.
• Lack of communication
• Expectations
• Control
• Use of time (for example, acquiring records in a timely fashion)
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• Assessing the child’s needs/treatment goals
• Identifying and using resources
• Burn-out
• Lack of respect for or lack of understanding of each other’s role and perspective
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Activity: Understanding Each Other’s Needs (Role Play)
For educators
• What word best describes the role of foster parents?
• What hinders you from (or what are some of the barriers to) working more closely with foster parents?
• What causes conflict between you and the foster parents?
• What solutions can you think of to alleviate the conflict?

For foster parents
• What word best describes your child’s teacher?
• What hinders you from working with the child’s teacher/school?
• What causes conflict between you and the school?
• What solutions can you think of to alleviate the conflict?

For administrators and/or support staff
• What word best describes the role of the foster parent?
• What word best describes the role of the teacher?
•	In your opinion, what hinders foster parents and teachers from working more closely together? How does
this affect the child?
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Special Education Series:
Special Education Decision Making

Research
shows that
the earlier a
child with a
disability is
identified
and served,
the better
the child’s
school
and life
outcomes.

1

2

 erry L. Jackson & Eve Müller.
T
Foster Care and Children with
Disabilities. National Association
of State Directors of Special
Education, Inc., Forum, February
2005, available at ww.nasdse.org/
publications/foster_care.pdf
 he IDEA also covers children
T
with disabilities under school
age. This fact sheet applies to
children and youth ages 3 to 21,
including preschoolers (children
from their third birthday until
school age), but does not address
the separate rules for children
birth through age 3. Younger
children (under age 3) are entitled
to appropriate “early intervention”
services, which must be set out
in an Individualized Family Service
Plan. Another federal law, Section
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973, also requires public school
districts to make reasonable
accommodations so children with
disabilities can benefit from all
aspects of the school program.
Some students with disabilities
who are not eligible under the
IDEA may still be entitled to the
protections of Section 504.

Role of Public School Educators
Between one-third and one-half of school-age children in the foster care system receive
special education services, compared to only 11% of all school-age children.1 Research
shows that the earlier a child with a disability is identified and served, the better the child’s
school and life outcomes. Service delays and other problems will be avoided only if school
staff, child welfare agency staff, and the judge overseeing the child’s case understand and
use the federal and state rules to make sure all eligible children have legally authorized
special education decision makers.
Helping children in the custody of a child welfare agency can be daunting for school staff.
These children can be living with a foster family or in a group setting. One child can have an
active birth or adoptive parent, while another is disconnected from her family. In addition to
the parent, other people in the child’s life can include a judge, a child welfare caseworker (or
several), the child’s attorney, a court-appointed volunteer, and others. Another challenge is
that many of these children change living situations—and school districts— more frequently
than other children.
Most educators are unfamiliar with the process for removing a child when a court finds the
child was abused or neglected by her parents. A court can order that a “dependent” child
be placed with a family member (called “kinship care”), a foster parent, or in an institutional
setting, while services are put in place to make it possible for the child to return home. Even
more confusing, a child can be placed with a foster parent or in a group setting and her
parent can still have the legal authority to make special education decisions on her behalf.
This fact sheet will help you—the educator—understand these complex legal rules so every
child with a disability in out-of-home care in your school has a legally authorized “parent”
who can make special education decisions on her behalf.

What is an “IDEA Parent”?
Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),2 it is the “parent” who has
decision-making authority. The IDEA Parent participates in decisions about whether a child
should be evaluated and what services the child needs. The IDEA Parent has the authority
to challenge the school district’s decisions through a complex hearing and appeal process.
For the IDEA’s rules to work effectively, every child with an eligible disability (or who needs an
evaluation to determine if she has a disability) must have an IDEA Parent willing and able to
advocate on her behalf.
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Who is the “IDEA Parent” for a child in the custody of a child welfare
agency?
Under new IDEA rules, a judge has broad power to designate a specific person as the IDEA
Parent for a child who is in the custody of a child welfare agency. Furthermore, the school
district must accept that person as the IDEA Parent. Absent judicial intervention, a birth or
adoptive parent whose parental rights have not been limited, and who participates in IEP
meetings and is active in the special education or early intervention process, is the child’s
IDEA Parent. This relationship is recognized even when the child is living in a foster home
or a group setting. However, if the birth or adoptive parent is not “attempting to act,” the
following people can be the IDEA Parent:
• a foster parent, (unless barred by state law from serving as the IDEA Parent);
•	a guardian (both a general guardian or a guardian specifically authorized to make
education decisions);
• a person acting in the place of the parent with whom the child lives;
• a person legally responsible for the child’s welfare; or
• a Surrogate Parent (more on this below).
As with birth or adoptive parents, school districts must take steps to ensure that any IDEA
Parent can participate effectively in the special education process. The school district must
include the IDEA Parent in IEP meetings and notify the IDEA Parent of proposed changes.
Therefore, the school district must know the IDEA Parent for each child it is educating. The
legally authorized decision maker could be a person in the list of possible IDEA Parents, a
person the court has determined is the IDEA Guardian, or a Surrogate Parent appointed by a
court or school district.

What must a school district do to ensure a surrogate parent is assigned as
the child’s IDEA Parent?

3

 ward of the state under the
A
laws of the state differs from an
IDEA ward of the state. An IDEA
ward of the state is defined in the
IDEA as a child in the custody of
a child welfare agency who does
not have a foster parent who can
serve as an IDEA parent.

4

 or more information about
F
unaccompanied homeless youth,
visit the National Law Center on
Homelessness and Poverty Web
site, under Education, www.
nlchp.org/FA%5FEducation/, and
the National Center on Homeless
Education Web site, www.serve.
org/nche.

5

 n unaccompanied homeless
A
youth under McKinney-Vento
can have an active birth or
adoptive parent, or can be living
with a person who is acting as
the child’s parent—in which
case no other IDEA parent is
required. However, the IDEA also
provides that appropriate staff
from shelters, independent living
programs, and street outreach
programs may be appointed as
a “temporary surrogate parent,”
even if the staff person is involved
in the care or education of the
child, until a permanent surrogate
parent is assigned by the court or
the school district.

School districts must determine if a Surrogate Parent is needed when:
•	a child does not have anyone who meets the definition of an IDEA Parent (e.g., there
is no birth or adoptive parent or parental rights have been terminated, there is no
a foster parent, or the foster parent is barred by state law from serving as an IDEA
Parent); the education agency cannot locate an IDEA parent after reasonable efforts;
• the child is a ward of the state under the laws of the state;3 or
• the child qualifies as an “unaccompanied homeless youth.”4
For children in out-of-home care, a Surrogate Parent must always be appointed in situations
1 and 2.5
Whether a school district must appoint a Surrogate Parent for a child who is a state ward of
the state depends on state law. For example, some states read the IDEA to require that all
children who are state “wards of the state” must have a Surrogate Parent appointed. Other
states with similar rules only appoint Surrogate Parents for children who are state “wards
of the state” when there is no IDEA Parent. So, to determine which children qualify for
Surrogate Parents in your state, it’s important to know how your state defines “wards of the
state”—and to know whether the state requires that all or only some of these children have
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Surrogate Parents assigned. Remember. the child’s birth, adoptive, or foster parent could be appointed as the
child’s Surrogate Parent.
When the school district determines that a Surrogate Parent is needed, it must make a reasonable effort to
appoint a Surrogate Parent within 30 days. A Surrogate Parent cannot be a person who is an employee of
an agency providing education or care for the child—so a school official, a child’s caseworker, or staff from a
residential treatment facility cannot be a child’s Surrogate Parent. A school district must also ensure that the
Surrogate Parent has no personal or professional conflict with the child and that the person has the skills to
represent the child competently.

What powers do judges have to appoint a special education decision maker for a child in
out-of-home care?
Judges have extensive authority to appoint special education decision makers for children in care. Again, a
person appointed by a judge takes priority over any other potential IDEA Parent.
• Initial Evaluations: A judge can appoint a person to consent to the child’s first special education
evaluation. However, the person appointed cannot consent to special education services starting, so
make sure an effective IDEA Parent is in the picture by the time the evaluation is completed. If the person
the judge appoints consents to an initial evaluation, the school district must evaluate the child within 60
calendar days or within the state’s evaluation deadline if that is different.
• A
 Surrogate Parent: A judge can appoint a person to be a Surrogate Parent—and thus an IDEA Parent—
when a child is in the custody of a child welfare agency AND the child does not have a foster parent who
can serve as the IDEA Parent. A Surrogate Parent cannot be a person employed by an agency that cares
for or educates the child.
• A
 n IDEA Guardian: A judge can appoint an IDEA Guardian to make special education decisions for a
child whenever the appointment of an IDEA Guardian is in the child’s best interests. The Guardian cannot
be the child’s caseworker.

Tips for educators
• W
 hen possible, support the birth or adoptive parent as the IDEA Parent for the child. Most
children in care return to live with their parents. The school district must treat the parent of a child in care
the same way it treats any other parent. The school district should provide the parents with mandated
notices, include the parents in developing the IEP, and notify them of changes and their right to contest
those changes. So long as the court has not divested an active parent of this authority, the parent—not
the school district or the child welfare agency—decides who can attend the IEP meeting. If the parent is
deceased, can’t be found, or their parental rights have been terminated, make sure the child has an active
IDEA Parent.
• In 2004, Congress changed the IDEA to include foster parents as possible IDEA Parents. If the
child is living with a foster parent who is not barred by state law from acting as the child’s IDEA Parent, and
either the birth or adoptive parent is unavailable, the school district should treat the foster parent as the
child’s IDEA Parent unless the judge has designated someone else to perform this role. A birth or adoptive
parent may be unavailable if the parent is dead, cannot be located, parental rights have been terminated,
or the parent is not “attempting to act” as the education decision maker for the child, If the child’s foster
parent is serving as the child’s IDEA Parent, the foster parent has the same rights the birth or adoptive
parents would have.
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• T
 he child’s caseworker can never be the child’s IDEA Parent or an IDEA
Guardian. The only possible decision-making role for the child’s caseworker is
to consent to an initial evaluation if the judge has issued an order authorizing the
caseworker to give such consent. The caseworker is not authorized to approve or
disapprove an IEP under any circumstances. The caseworker cannot serve as the
child’s Surrogate Parent. If there is no birth or adoptive parent or other IDEA Parent,
and if the court has not designated someone to perform this role, the school district
should promptly appoint a Surrogate Parent for the child.
• B
 e vigilant that children who are living in group settings have IDEA Parents.
The IDEA requires the state, including school districts, to identify, evaluate, and
provide special education and related services to all children. It explicitly includes
children who are wards of the state and children who are highly mobile. This duty to
identify, evaluate, and serve children is called “Child Find.” States must be clear about
which school district is responsible for fulfilling these Child Find duties for children
living in group settings. If you are not sure about the rules for your school district,
check with your state education agency. If the responsible agency determines a
Surrogate Parent is needed, the agency should appoint one within 30 days (or sooner
if it’s urgent).

About this Series
This is one of six fact sheets geared
to different audiences:
• children’s attorneys
• judges
• caseworkers
• foster parents
• youth in foster care
• educators
View all fact sheets at: www.
abanet.org/child/education/
publications

• M
 ake sure the right person is selected as the child’s Surrogate Parent. Ask
the child’s caseworker to recommend a family member or other adult who knows the
child and is willing to serve as the Surrogate Parent. Ask the child who she would
prefer. If there is no such individual, the school district must locate a volunteer. Some
states operate Surrogate Parent programs that can help. If your state doesn’t have
such a program, the school district should maintain a pool of trained volunteers so
it can appoint a Surrogate Parent for a child within the 30-day period (or sooner).
Check with the child welfare agency to see if there are volunteers or others who could
help. Also, try to find volunteers who will stick with the child over time and in another
school district if the child’s living arrangement changes. Continuity and quality of
representation is key.
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Session 6: Evaluation and Feedback
Roles and Responsibilities: Working with Youth IN FOSTER OR
OUT-OF-HOME CARE
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session seven
Session Seven
Supporting the youth’s successful
educational experience in the classroom
and at the school building
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Session 7: Facilitator’s Guide
Supporting the youth’s successful educational experience in the
classroom and at the school building
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) 	Discuss effective classroom strategies that will provide educational support for youth in out-of-home care.
2) Evaluate a specific school by using a survey and creating an action plan.
3)	Identify quality indicators that can guide schools and districts in addressing the needs of youth in out-ofhome care.
4)	Discuss how a list of action strategies will benefit both youth in out-of-home care and the participants’
school and/or district.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Preparation

Read activity guides.

Read handouts.

60 min

Create flip charts and
school-based handout.

Download A Road
Map for Learning from
Resource Library at
www.casey.org and
read pp. 147-149,
“Things Teachers Can
Do to Support Good
Educational Outcomes for
Students in Out-of-Home
Care,” and
pp. 157-159, “Indicators
of Systems Change.”

Talking Points

Read Section 2, pp.
102-144 of A Roadmap
for Learning for additional
promising practices and
resources.
For additional copies of A
Road Map for Learning,
download at
www.casey.org
Welcome
and Advance
Organizer
5 min

Review of last class, class
expectations, overview
schedule

Participant agenda

Give an advance organizer:
This session we are going to
focus on what staff at school
can do to offer educational
support for youth in out-ofhome care.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Hand out the new student
scenarios and create 3
small groups. Give each
group a piece of chart
paper. Group 1 will write
down questions the foster
mom would like to know
about the school. Group 2
will write down questions
the youth would like to
know about the school.
Group 3 will write down
questions school personnel
want to know about the
foster home and student.
Write your questions on
chart paper.

Student scenarios

Think about several issues
already discussed in previous
sessions such as school
stability, transfer of school
records, selecting a building
advocate, the process the
youth has gone through
getting into care, and the
role of the foster parent while
creating your lists.

After four participants have
read the In Their Own
Words scenarios, create
4 groups: one for each
of the students. Have the
small groups read pp.147149 from A Road Map
for Learning and What
Educators Can Do? and
Classroom Resources.
Review the list of questions
generated in the previous
activity and create a list
of classroom and building
support ideas that might
have helped the specific
youth in the scenario.

A Road Map for Learning,
pp. 147-149

Welcoming a New
Student in Out-ofHome Care
10 min

Topic
Effective
Classroom
Strategies
15 min

Chart paper

Handouts: What Can
Educators Do?
Classroom Resources
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Review some of the
classroom strategies learned
from Annie in the Endless
Dreams DVD.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Break the participants into
groups by school and or
district.

Key Indicator Survey

What happens at many
schools when a youth in
foster care enrolls?

How Is Your
School Doing?
150 min

Topic
Changes in the
Classroom and
School Building
10 min

What strategies can schools
develop to provide more
support to the youth in outof-home care?

Have each group complete
the Key Indicator Survey,
looking for strengths and
areas of need in their
schools and or districts.

Look at your survey and
review the items you
selected as a priority.
Take one priority area and
review the action plan
Sample Matrix School
Systems Improvement.

Since all buildings and
districts are at different levels
in this area, our next activity is
going to be a school survey.
Action list recorded on
pp. 157-160, A Road
Map for Learning

This activity is timeconsuming, and the purpose
for today’s session will be
to address at least one
priority area for improvement.
Before ending the session,
encourage the participants to
set future dates to address
the remaining priorities from
the survey.

Handout: Actions You
Can Take to Support
Successful Educational
Outcomes for Students
in Care

Evaluation

Brainstorm other activities
and record ideas on pp.
157-160, A Road Map for
Learning.
Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day.

5 min

Copy Actions You
Can Take to Support
Successful Educational
Outcomes for Students in
Care found in Session 4.

Evaluation forms

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate).
Complete evaluations and
collect.
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Session 7: Participant Agenda
Supporting the youth’s successful educational experience in the
classroom and at the school building
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Discuss effective classroom strategies that will provide educational support for youth in out-of-home care.
2) Evaluate a specific school by using a survey and creating an action plan.
3)	Identify key indicators that can guide schools and districts in addressing the needs of youth in out-of-home
care.
4)	Discuss how a list of action strategies will benefit both youth in out-of-home care and the participants’
school and/or district.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

10 min

Welcoming a new student in out-ofhome care

Student scenario and role play activity

15 min

Effective classroom strategies

Small group: Create classroom and building
support that helps youth in out-of-home care
succeed

15 min

How is our school doing?

Complete Key Indicator Survey

10 min

Changes in classroom and school
building

Selecting a priority area and developing an
action plan

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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Goal 1: School Stability
Educators’ Roles
Youth in foster care move between living placements an average of once to twice a year.
These moves often require children to change schools. School moves can result in academic
problems, grade retention, and increased dropout rates.1 Read the following tips to find out
how you can help. See the resource boxes for useful programs and publications.

What you can do:
•	Determine how you can assist your child welfare agency to identify more
foster families within your school or district. Lead efforts at your school to let
parents know that children at the school need foster homes and placements to allow
them to continue attending school there. Raise the issue at staff meetings, PTA
gatherings, or other school-sponsored social events.
•	Even if the child must move into a new school district, advocate for
continuation in your school. Child welfare agencies are now required, under
Federal law, to work with schools to keep a child in the same school even when the
child moves outside of the school area, when it is in the child’s best interest to do so.
Advocate for favorable school policies that assure the school supports these new
mandates. The McKinney-Vento Act also provides that youth “awaiting foster care
placement” have the right to remain in their school of origin after they move when
“feasible.” Some states interpret McKinney-Vento broadly to include nearly all youth
in the foster care system; other states may have different or additional protections.
Work with the McKinney-Vento liaison to see whether the law can be used to help the
child maintain school stability.
•	Ensure that a child in care has transportation to remain in the same school
even when he or she moves. Child welfare agencies can access federal funding
to help support reasonable travel to a child’s school. When a child is eligible under
McKinney-Vento, the school district is required to fund transportation to the original
school. Work with child welfare, the school district, foster parents, and other
concerned adults to come up with a transportation plan for the child.
•	Know who is authorized to make the educational decisions for the child.
Often, educators feel confused as to who has the authority to make decisions
for children in foster care. Ask the caseworker, child’s attorney, or CASA to help
determine who can make those decisions. If the child does not have an existing
education decision maker, advocate for one to be appointed.

1

 ational Working Group on Foster
N
Care and Education, Educational
Outcomes for Youth in Foster and
Out-of-Home Care (September
2007), at www.abanet.org/child/
education/home.shtml.

166 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

Resources
•	Determine which school is in a child’s best interests by reviewing the National Center for Homeless
Education’s checklist (available at www.serve.org/nche/downloads/briefs/sch_sel_checklist.pdf). It is
created for homeless youth but can guide decisions for youth in care as well.
•	Information about appointing education decision makers and dealing with confidentiality issues
can be found in Mythbusting: Breaking down Confidentiality and Decision-Making Barriers to Meet the
Education Needs of Children in Foster Care.
•	For practical suggestions to help children in foster care placed in your school or classroom,
see What Teachers and Educators Can Do to Help Youth in Foster Care, found at www.fostercaremonth.
org/GetInvolved/Toolkit/Support/Documents/FCM08%20What%20Teachers%20and%20Educators%20
Can%20Do.pdf and Why Special Education Teachers Should Care about Foster Care, found at www.
ldonline.org/article/5610.
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Goal 2: School Transitions
Educators’ Roles
When youth must move between schools, they often face delays in enrolling or receiving
records. Delays make it harder for youth to access academic and extracurricular programs,
and make it difficult for them to keep up with their peers and succeed in school.

What you can do:
•	Be sure you have received all the child’s prior records. Many states require the
prompt transfer of records between schools. When a child in foster care enrolls in
your school/class, be sure you have received all the records from the child’s previous
school, including all IEPs if the child is enrolled in special education. Be proactive. If
you have not received the child’s records, seek assistance from an administrator or
other official in your district. You might also contact the child’s attorney, guardian ad
litem (GAL), Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA), or caseworker to see if they
can help expedite the record transfer.
•	Be willing to enroll the child without the records if necessary. Even the smallest
delay can negatively impact the child’s educational experience. If records are not
immediately available, be willing to enroll the child without the records while working
to secure them. Federal child welfare law requires children in foster care to be
immediately enrolled in school. Under the federal McKinney-Vento law, children who
are “awaiting foster care placement” are entitled to enroll in school even if they don’t
have required documents. Check with your McKinney-Vento liaison to see whether
the child can be enrolled under this law.
•	Consult with the child’s former teachers, guidance counselors, and resource
providers. Your student’s former teachers, guidance counselors, and resource
providers (such as speech therapists, occupational therapists, and liaisons) can
provide valuable insights into the child’s educational history and progress.
•	Ensure that the child receives credit for all coursework completed and stays
on track to graduation. Youth in care often fail to receive credit for work completed
at prior schools. Work with your administration to ensure that you have all the
information necessary and that the child gets credit for all work completed. Similarly,
work with children who have moved frequently to make sure that they are on track for
graduation and that the school recognizes the work they did in prior schools.

2

Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 205
(1972); Pierce v. Society of Sisters
of the Holy Names of Jesus and
Mary, 268 U.S. 510 (1925).

• K
 now who the education decision maker is for the child. The default decision
maker is usually the biological or adoptive parents, who have a constitutional right
to make education-related decisions for their children.2 When parents fail to act on
behalf of their children, however, youth need alternate decision makers. If the child
does not have an existing education decision maker, you should ask the child’s
attorney or caseworker to have one appointed. Regardless of whether your client is in
regular or special education, the education decision maker should be someone who
knows and spends time with the child, understands the child’s educational needs,
and is willing to advocate for the child.
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•	Be knowledgeable about appropriate information sharing and respect your student’s privacy.
You should always respect your student’s right to privacy. Those in the school who do not have
responsibility for or involvement with the student are not entitled to information regarding his or her
circumstances. However, you should know who can and should have access to important information
about the student’s educational progress. Talk with your student’s caseworker and/or attorney to
determine who has the right to information. Once you are clear on the people who can and should have
access to educational information, keep the lines of communication open and encourage frequent sharing
of information. Encourage these individuals to participate in educational planning for the child.
•	Ensure that youth with disabilities receive appropriate services. When a child with disabilities
moves, he or she is entitled to continue receiving a free appropriate public education in the least
restrictive environment. The child is entitled to receive comparable services to those provided under the
Individualized Education Program at the old school until a new IEP has been developed and approved.
•	Advocate for the creation of a foster care liaison or designee within your school. Youth in care are
better served when one staff person within the school is designated to deal with issues that arise when
enrolling children in foster care. This person could receive special training and share knowledge with the
rest of the school staff. You could even be the one to volunteer to serve in this role!
• S
 eek out opportunities to learn more about child welfare and the child welfare system. Little
time is spent in college-level education courses on teaching about the impact of foster care on children
in the classroom and the child welfare system generally. Take advantage of opportunities to participate
in conferences and in-service training that address these issues. Principals and administrators should
support teachers who are interested in attending such programs.

Resources
•	Information about appointing education decision makers and dealing with confidentiality issues
can be found in Mythbusting: Breaking down Confidentiality and Decision-Making Barriers to Meet the
Education Needs of Children in Foster Care.
•	For practical suggestions to help children in foster care placed in your school or classroom,
see What Teachers and Educators Can Do to Help Youth in Foster Care, found at www.fostercaremonth.
org/GetInvolved/Toolkit/Support/Documents/FCM08%20What%20Teachers%20and%20Educators%20
Can%20Do.pdf and Why Special Education Teachers Should Care about Foster Care, found at www.
ldonline.org/article/5610.
This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Youth in the Child Welfare System, published by the
Legal Center for Foster Care and Education. To see the full publication, go to www.casey.org or www.abanet.org/child/education.
For a searchable database on foster care education laws, secondary sources, and training materials, go to www.abanet.org/child/
eduation.
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In Their Own Words: Classroom Scenarios
Lisa
“Hi, I’m Lisa. I’m a sophomore in high school. We’re doing a project in our English class on our family heritage.
The teacher announced in front of the whole class that I could do an ‘alternative assignment’ because I’m in
foster care. I just wanted to disappear.”

Anne
“My name is Anne. I’m in seventh grade. On days we have P.E., I usually get a bad stomachache and have
to go to the nurse. My P.E. teacher gives me the creeps. He looks like my uncle who abused me. No one will
understand if I tell them.”

Roger
“I’m in second grade, and I’m Roger. I’m student of the week this week. I have to bring in pictures of me to put up
in my classroom. I don’t think I have any pictures. I don’t want to be student of the week.”

Monica
“Hi, I’m Monica, and I’m in my third year of community college. I’m still trying to finish my math courses so I can
transfer to the university. I was in foster care from second grade on and moved homes about five times while I
was in school. Somewhere along the way, I missed a lot of math. I wish someone would have helped me earlier!”
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What Can Educators Do?
Incorporate a diversity of family models into the classroom:
•	When studying or talking about family-related topics, use references and visuals that show the variety of
families children may live in, including culturally diverse families.
•	Read or offer selections of books and poetry that feature youth in a variety of families.
•	Use definitions of families that include people sharing a common life as well as people of biological
continuity.
•	Provide alternatives for students in out-of-home care if an assignment requires personal and/or family
information to which the students might not have access.
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Classroom Resources
Books for students
The following titles are arranged according to age and/or grade appropriateness, from younger to older readers.
Many are available in audiocassette and school/library binding editions as well as hardback and paperback
editions. The date and publisher given are usually for the latest reissue rather than for the original publication.

Fiction
Mama One, Mama Two. (1982). Patricia MacLachlan; illustrated by Ruth Lercher Bornstein. HarperCollins. A
familiar bedtime ritual helps a child understand why she must live with a foster family. For primary-grade
readers, ages 4-8.
A Forever Family (1992). Roslyn Banish; photographs by Jennifer Jordan-Wong. HarperCollins.This photo essay
documents 8-year-old Jennifer Jordan-Wong’s pre- and post-adoption life, as she finds a family of her own
after several years as a child in foster care. Grades 1-3.
Through Moon and Stars and Night Sky. (1992, reprint). Ann Warren Turner; illustrated by James Graham Hale.
HarperCollins. A story about international adoption and the family waiting for a little boy. Ages 4-8.
Nathaniel Talking. (1993). Eloise Greenfield; illustrated by Jan Spivey Gilchrist. Writers & Readers Publ. These
poems and raps by a boy named Nathaniel are about being 9 years old, missing his mama who has died,
making friends, and being part of a family. Soft charcoal illustrations enhance the mood. Ages 4-8.
Journey. (1999, paperback). Patricia MacLachlan. Delacourte Books for Young Readers. Journey and his sister,
abandoned by their mother, have been left with their grandparents. Journey tries to make sense of their
abandonment by looking through family photographs. By taking his own photographs, he makes discoveries
about his mother and his family. Grades 4-6, ages 9-12.
The Loner. (1992, reprint). Ester Wier. Scholastic (Apple Paperback). A young boy without a family, or even a
name, works as a migrant crop picker until a sheepherder, an older woman named Boss, takes him into her
home. Filmed as a TV movie in 1968 under the title The Young Loner. Grades 4-6, ages 9-12.
Maniac Magee. (1999, paperback). Jerry Spinelli. Little, Brown. After the death of his parents, Jeffrey (Maniac)
Magee goes to live with his aunt and uncle. He is miserable and leaves their home to live on his own. This 1991
Newbery medal winner is written in folk-tale style. Grades 4-6, ages 9-12.
Home at Last. (1992). David DeVries. Yearling. Billy faces the challenge of fitting in with a farm family when he
is sent away from the New York City streets. When faced with a crisis, he discovers he does belong after all.
Grade 4 and higher.
A Family Apart. (1995, reprint). Joan Lowery Nixon. Laurel Leaf. Six children, whose mother cannot care for them,
are sent west on the “Orphan Train” to be adopted by frontier families. This is the first in a series based on the
100,000 children sent by Children’s Aid Society from New York City to families on the frontier between 1850
and 1920. Age 10 and older.
Mama, Let’s Dance. (1995, reprint, paperback). Patricia Hermes. Scholastic. Determined to remain a family, three
children—ages 16, 11, and 7—survive the unexpected departure of their mother. A greater challenge ensues
as they struggle to manage without adult assistance. Grades 5-8, age 10 and older.
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Child of the Owl. (1990, reprint). Laurence Yep. HarperTrophy. When she is sent to live with her grandmother in
San Francisco, Casey learns about her Chinese heritage and about being proud of who she is. Age 12 and
older.
When the Road Ends. (1995, reprint). Jean Thesman. Camelot. Though technically not homeless, three foster
children and an older, slightly confused woman find themselves living in a cabin at the end of the road near a
secluded lake. Together they learn to care for and trust one another. Grades 5-8.

Nonfiction
A Child Called “It”: One Child’s Courage to Survive. (1995, reissue) Health Communications.
The Lost Boy: A Foster Child’s Search for the Love of a Family. (1997) Health Communications.
A Man Named Dave: A Story of Triumph and Forgiveness. (2000) Plume Books.
The Privilege of Youth: A Teenager’s Story of Longing for Acceptance and Friendship. (2004) Dutton Books.
These four best-sellers chronicle the life of David Pelzer. Abused by his mother, saved by an alert schoolteacher,
Pelzer lived in five foster homes. He has gone on to lead a successful life and to help others.

Websites
www.fosterclub.com
Founded in 1999 by a foster parent, FosterClub—“the national network for youth in foster care”—operates on the
principle that self-advocacy, access to information, and youth involvement are keys to the well-being of youth in
foster care.
The content is youth-driven—FosterClub solicits youth submissions and employs current and former youth from
care. The site provides forums, activities, articles, and resources for youth in foster care and for adults who live
and work with youth in care. One section (www.fosterclub.com/funstuff) provides activities, some of which may be
suitable for classroom use.

www.fostercaremonth.org
Every year, about 170,000 families care for over a half million children whose parents can’t take care of them.
These families and the social workers, volunteers, educators, and professionals who support them quietly take on
one of the greatest challenges our society generates.
Every jurisdiction in the country has experienced a shortage of foster homes, and estimates of the number of
homes needed range into the millions. Most agencies are perpetually recruiting new foster parents at the same
time that they seek to retain the ones they have.
Foster Care Month, in May, provides an opportunity for people across the nation to show their appreciation for
foster families and workers. It is also an opportunity to get more people involved, whether as foster parents,
volunteers, mentors, employers, or in other ways.
National Foster Care Month is a joint effort of Casey Family Programs and the National Resource Center for
Family-Centered Practice and Permanency Planning at the Hunter College School of Social Work, in conjunction
with Annie E. Casey Foundation; Casey Family Services; Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children and
Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; Child Welfare League of America; Connect for Kids;
APHSA/National Association of Public Child Welfare Administrators; National Association of Social Workers;
National CASA; National Foster Care Coalition; and the National Foster Parent Association.
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Key Indicators Survey
NAME_______________________________________________________

DATE ________________________

LOCATION_______________________________________________________

INTERVIEW INITIALS ___________

Please check YES, NO, or N/A (not applicable) for each item below.
Yes
1. Do you believe it’s important to recognize youth in out-of-home care in
your school so that their educational needs are met?
2. Do you believe it’s necessary to have staff development to learn about
best practices for instruction and available resources for youth in out-ofhome care?
3. Are you willing to include goals for youth in out-of-home care in your
academic plan?
4. At the time of enrollment in your school, are the youth in out-of-home
care identified?
5. Is there a procedure for identifying youth in out-of-home care at your
building?
6. Have you had staff development activities in working with youth in out-ofhome care?
7. Do teachers of youth in out-of-home care know this information?
8. Do you think your building staff will need a professional development
workshop on confidentiality?
9. Is there a specific communication system used and documented among
teachers, tutors, social workers, families, and other professionals working
with the youth in out-of-home care?
10. Are the youth in out-of-home care aware of the specific communication
system among teachers and other professionals?
11. Does your school have documentation that youth in out-of-home care
have been taught and are using a goal-setting, self-advocacy, and
independent living skills curriculum?
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No

N/A

Yes

No

N/A

12. Is there a specific curriculum or courses offered in the district for goalsetting, self-advocacy, and independent life skills that aim at successful
transition for youth in out-of-home care?
13. Is there documentation that shows that every youth in out-of-home
care receives a self-advocacy, goal-setting, and independent living skills
curriculum that assists in successful transition planning?
14. Are youth in out-of-home care actively involved in their education
decisions and transition planning?
15. Once staff recognize when youth in out-of-home care are experiencing
problems, is there a referral process?
16. If a referral for services in the community is made, is there a listing of
service providers available to your staff?
17. Are there written guidelines with specific criteria that are used for making
referral decisions?
18. Is there a record-keeping procedure for indicating which services were
recommended for youth in out-of-home care?
19. Does the school district have a policy for additional support, such as
tutoring or extended-day programs, to ensure educational participation
and progress for all youth in out-of-home care?
20. Does the school or district have documentation that lists the guidelines
of school support needed for youth in out-of-home care (tutoring,
space for social workers to meet with students, mentoring)?
21. Do the youth in out-of-home care have support programs written into
their Individualized Education Plans?
22. Does the school or district have staff-development activities that foster
awareness of support services for youth in out-of-home care?
23. Does each youth in out-of-home care have a significant adult in his or
her school life?
24. Is there documentation that shows that the school staff invites new
collaborative efforts with non-school entities to improve services to
youth in out-of-home care?
25. Does your school or district have written guidelines for working with
child welfare organizations and others that might lead to providing new/
better services for youth in out-of-home care?
26. Is there evidence in student files that other agencies were involved in
collaborating for the best student program?
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Yes
27. Have staff-development activities been completed that develop an
awareness of the instructional needs of youth in out-of-home care?
28. Have school workshop opportunities been completed for improving the
educational performance of youth in out-of-home care?
29. Are teachers implementing instructional activities for improving the
educational performance of youth in out-of-home care?
30. Is there a statement on the district level that describes the importance of
working with families of youth in out-of-home care?
31. Do special education and 504 plans reflect strategies and interventions
related to the unique needs of youth in out-of-home care (independent
living skills, vocational assessment, career coaching)?
32. Has the school or district had specific staff-development activities
focusing on writing plans and procedures for developing a working
relationship with families of youth in out-of-home care?
33. Does the school or district have procedures for working with families
of youth in out-of-home care who are beginning to display at-risk
behaviors?
34. Do you think families of youth in out-of-home care are able to report
accurate awareness of their child’s educational progress?
35. Are youth in out-of-home care able to describe how the school keeps
their families informed of their progress?
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Totals

No

N/A

Session 7: Evaluation and Feedback
Supporting the youth’s successful educational experience in the
classroom and at the school building
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session eight
Session Eight
Advocates who support the successful
educational experience of youth in foster
or out-of-home care
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Session 8: Facilitator’s Guide
Advocates who support the successful educational experience of
youth in foster or out-of-home care
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) 	Create a network of community advocates for youth in foster or out-of-home care.
2) Identify programs to help youth be their own best educational advocate.
3)	Learn how schools are providing educational advocates in the school building and at the school district level.
4)	Learn who the decision makers/advocates are for those youth in foster or out-of-home care who are
enrolled in special education.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Preparation

Read activity guides.

Read handouts.

60 min

Create flip charts for
summarizing what youth
need from advocates as
stated by Berisha in the
video clip.

Review McKinney-Vento
information on the role
of homeless liaisons.

Talking Points

Download McKinneyVento Act and Children
and Youth Awaiting
Foster Care Placement
from: www.abanet.org/
child/education
Digital Stories: Telling It
Like It Is: Foster Youth
and Their Struggle for
Permanency
Berisha’s Story
tells how important
advocates who believe
in the youth are.
The complete DVD
with all ten stories is
available free from
www.cpyp.org
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Review of last class,
class expectations,
overview schedule

Participant agenda

Give an advance organizer:
This session we are going
to focus on what the staff
at school can do to offer
educational support for youth
in foster or out-of-home care.

PowerPoint presentation
or review PowerPoint
handouts and have a
group discussion on the
key points.

PowerPoint handouts

Emphasize the importance
of all the advocates to
communicate a belief in the
youth, thus a belief in the
youth experiencing success in
education.

5 min

Topic
Create a Network of
Advocates
15 min

Advocates supporting
education
• PTA slide
• What is advocacy
• Self-advocacy
• Judge’s role
• CASA volunteer’s role
• Foster parent’s role
• Social worker’s role
• School building
and district level
advocates’ roles

Topics
What Is a Good
Advocate?
Berisha’s Story
10 min

List the different
advocates stated in
the PowerPoint and
brainstorm a list of
attributes of a good
advocate.

CD or video clip of
Berisha
This video clip is also
available on a free CD
(www.cpyp.org)

If Internet or the CD is
available, show the digital
clip “Berisha” found at
www.cpyp.org
List key points she made
about what her advocate
did to make her life
different from those of
her sisters.
List responses on chart
paper.
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Discuss self-advocacy and
how Berisha advocated for
herself and what else she could
have done.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and
Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Divide the participants
into 2 groups with the
task of brainstorming
ideas for a school
building checklist and a
district level brochure.

Handouts:

If school buildings and districts
have written procedures
established, chances are youth
in out-of-home care will receive
more educational support.
Think about what needs
to be done for your school
to establish these types of
procedures.

School Building
and District
Level Education
Advocates for Youth
in Foster or Out-ofHome Care
15 min

Then have the groups
share their ideas with all
of the participants.

• Group 1–Fostering
School Success
• Group 2–Education
Project for Foster
Youth in Transition
brochure from
Washtenaw
Intermediate School
District, Michigan
Optional handouts:
• Goal 1–School
Stability: Educator’s
Role
• Goal 2–School
Transitions:
Educator’s Role
• Q&A: Surrogate
Parent Program
• Q&A: What Child
Welfare Professionals
Need to Know About
“Awaiting Foster Care
Placement” and The
Mckinney-Vento Act
 vailable at www.
A
abanet.org/child/
education

Topic

Have participants
read article and then
brainstorm a list of what
educators must know
when working with a
youth with disabilities.

Handout: Special
Education Decision
Making

1/3 to 1/2 of foster children are
eligible for special education
services. It is crucial to know
who these children are and
who their IDEA decisionmakers are.

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day

Evaluation forms

Evaluation

5 min

Review topics for next
training sessions (if
appropriate).

Decision Makers/
Advocates for Youth
in Care Enrolled in
Special Education
10 min

Complete evaluations
and collect.
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Session 8: Participant Agenda
Advocates who support the successful educational experience
of youth in foster or out-of-home care
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Create a network of community advocates for youth in foster or out-of-home care.
2) Identify programs to help youth be their own best educational advocate.
3)	Learn how schools are providing educational advocates in the school building and at the school district
level.
4)	Learn who the decision makers/advocates are for youth in foster or out-of-home care who are enrolled in
special education.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

15 min

Create a network of advocates

PowerPoint presentation and discussion

10 min

What is a good advocate?

Berisha’s digital story and discussion

15 min

School building and district level
education advocates

Create building checklist and brochure

10 min

Special education decision-makers

Discussion and brainstorm

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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Q&A: Surrogate Parent Program
Q: Who can be an IDEA Parent?
A: Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), a “parent” – the education decisionmaker in the
special education system – can be a biological or adoptive parent, a foster parent (if permitted under state law),
a guardian generally or specially authorized to make education decisions for the child, someone with whom
the child lives who acts as the parent, someone who is legally responsible for the child’s welfare, or a surrogate
parent. See 20 U.S.C. §1401(23); 34 C.F.R.300.30(a).

Q: When and how is a surrogate parent appointed?
A: In general, the school district should appoint a surrogate parent for a child who does not have an IDEA parent,
is a ward of the state under state law, or is an unaccompanied homeless youth. The juvenile court can appoint
a surrogate parent for a child who is in the custody of a child welfare agency but does not have a foster parent
who is permitted by state law to act as an IDEA parent. Every child must have a named individual who can
advocate and make decisions for her in the special education system! For additional information regarding the
rules on special education decisionmaking, go to: www.abanet.org/child/education.

Q: What are the key components of an effective surrogate parent program?
A: Effective surrogate parent programs have several components in common:
•	Strong collaboration between the education and child welfare agencies, including developing a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) outlining the responsibilities of each department;
• A proactive referral strategy through the child welfare agency;
• Effective recruitment through state and local organizations and school districts;
•	A strong initial training program, including a clear and thorough curriculum, and continuing training and
technical assistance;
•	A strategy for retaining surrogate parents and ensuring continuity of representation through commitment
contracts, salary, recognition, and support.

Q: Why have some states developed state-level surrogate parent programs?
A: The IDEA mandates that all states develop procedures for assigning individuals to act as surrogate parents,
including reasonable efforts to make those assignments within 30 days. In response, some states have
created state-level surrogate parent systems rather than rely on school districts to assign surrogate parents.
Rather than have every district recruit, train, and assign volunteers, the state programs are responsible for
these activities. Many of these programs have permanent staff and some pay surrogates as well as education
consultants, especially in complex cases. Several states developed programs in response to complaints (and
sometimes class action litigation) about school districts’ failure to appoint surrogate parents promptly.
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Q&A: What Child Welfare Professionals Need to Know About
“Awaiting Foster Care Placement” and The Mckinney-Vento Act
Q: What is the McKinney-Vento Act?
A: The McKinney-Vento Act is a federal law designed to increase the school enrollment, attendance, and success
of children and youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. It provides modest grants to
states to provide supplemental services to eligible youth.

Q: Does McKinney-Vento apply to children in out-of-home care?
A: In many cases, yes. The McKinney-Vento Act applies to children and youth living in a wide variety of unstable
or inadequate situations. Many children in out-of-home care change living placements frequently. The
McKinney-Vento Act specifically applies to such children who are considered to be “awaiting foster care
placement.” Although the Act does not define this term, many state and local child welfare agencies and
education agencies have developed definitions of who is considered to be awaiting foster care placement in
their state or locality. The McKinney-Vento Act’s protections are invaluable in helping children in out-of-home
care to succeed in school, as well as contributing to success and stability in the home placement.

Q: What are the special protections that exist for children eligible under McKinney-Vento?
A: The McKinney-Vento Act provides eligible children with many rights and services, including:
•	The right to remain in one school, even if their temporary living situation is located in another school district
or attendance area, as long as remaining in that school is in their best interest. The school is known as
the school of origin (defined as the school in which the student was last enrolled or where the student
attended when permanently housed).
•	The right to receive transportation to and from the school of origin.
•	The right to enroll in school and begin participating fully in all school activities immediately, even if they
cannot produce normally required documents, such as birth certificates, proof of guardianship, school
records, immunization records, or proof of residency.
•	Supplemental services such as tutoring and mentorship.

Q: Who should a child welfare professional (caseworker, CASA, attorney, foster parent or other
advocate) contact if it is suspected that a child could be eligible under McKinney-Vento?
A: Contact the McKinney-Vento homeless education liaison from the school district immediately. Every school
district is required to designate a liaison, who is responsible for determining eligibility under the Act and
ensuring that services are provided. If the school or district office is unable to provide the liaison’s contact
information, the McKinney-Vento State Coordinator should have that information. A list of State Coordinators
is available at http://www.serve.org/nche/downloads/sccontact.pdf. Many child welfare agencies also
employ education specialists who can provide information about the McKinney-Vento Act and assist with
communication with the liaison.
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Q: What information do educators and child welfare professionals need to know to serve children in
out-of-home care under McKinney-Vento?
A: Communication and understanding between educators and child welfare professionals are critical for serving
children in out-of-home care under McKinney- Vento. Educators need to know where children in care are
living, how their permanency goals may affect school placement and stability, who should make educational
decisions on the child’s behalf, what special challenges the child may be facing, and when and where the child
is likely to move. Child welfare professionals need to know which children in care are eligible for the McKinneyVento Act’s protections, what those protections are, how to enroll children in school, and who to contact with
questions or concerns. It is important for both agencies to collaborate systematically to develop policies and
practices to implement the Act smoothly, addressing issues such as: efforts to keep students’ placements
stable and close to their schools of origin; information-sharing; educational decision-making; training; financial
responsibility; and strategies to ensure that children in out-of-home care are enrolled in school, attending, and
receiving the support they need to succeed.

Q: How can child welfare professionals work collaboratively with McKinney-Vento programs to best
serve children?
A: Many opportunities exist for collaboration between educators and child welfare professionals.
•	Cross-training: McKinney-Vento liaisons can provide training on the McKinney-Vento Act and other
education policies for child welfare professionals; child welfare agencies can teach educators about their
policies and the common needs and challenges of children in out-of-home care. Such information can also
be included in each agency’s policy manuals.
• T
 eam meetings: Regular meetings among child welfare professionals and McKinney-Vento liaisons
provide a forum to discuss challenges and develop practical strategies to ensure children in out-of-home
care benefit from the school stability and access the Act provides.
•	Joint policies: Many state and local child welfare and education agencies have developed Memoranda
of Understanding (MOUs) defining “awaiting foster care placement” and establishing protocols to apply
the Act to children in out-of-home care, choose between the school of origin and local school, ensure
immediate enrollment, arrange transportation, share information, and resolve disputes. Many agencies also
use joint forms to facilitate implementation of the MOUs.
• E
 ducation specialists: The child welfare agencies that have added education specialists to their teams
report greater ease in ensuring the children in out-of-home care are enrolled in school, attending, and
receiving the support they need to succeed.

Q: Where can I find more information about the McKinney-Vento Act?
A: The National Center for Homeless Education (NCHE: www.serve.org/nche) and the National Association for the
Education of Homeless Children and Youth (NAEHCY: www.naehcy.org) offer information about the McKinneyVento Act. November 2008: NAEHCY, with support from Casey Family Programs, will publish a report with
practical strategies to implement the Act for children in out-of home care. Check www.abanet.org/child/
education for the release.

188 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

building educational support for youth in foster care | Endless Dreams |

189

Quote from the National PTA

When parents are involved in their children’s education,
students have:
• Lower rates of suspension
• Decreased drug and alcohol use
• Fewer instances or violent behavior
• A greater chance of going on to post-secondary
education and training

Advocates Who Support the Successful
Education Experience of Youth
in Out-Of-Home Care

Endless Dreams
Session 8

Advocates
Supporting
Education

3

Who are these people?

Create a network of advocates
who can support the successful
education experience of youth in
out-of-home care.

We Need To:

Quote from the National PTA

When parents are involved in their children’s education,
students have:
• Higher grades, test scores, and graduation rates
• Better school attendance
• Increased motivation and better self-esteem

Advocates Who Support the Successful
Education Experience of Youth
in Out-Of-Home Care

4

2
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5

7

• CASA (court-appointed special advocates) volunteers and
GALs (guardian ad Litems)
These advocates support youth in foster care in the courts;
they provide information to judges in a variety of areas
including education. To find out if there are CASA
volunteers in your area: www.nationalcasa.org
• Judges
• Foster parents
• Social workers
• Friends and family

Community Advocates

A person who is involved in the act of
pleading or arguing in favor of
something, such as a cause, idea or
policy; active support for making a
difference by speaking up.

As defined by Webster’s dictionary:

Anyone Can Be an Advocate

3. Possible Selves mhck@ku.edu

2. Self-Advocacy Strategy www.ku-crl.org

1. Person-Centered Planning www.pacer.org

Examples of self-advocacy curricula:

• Recommended that self-advocacy training begins in 7th
or 8th grade.

• Help youth identify their strengths and challenges.

6

• Teach the youth to be his or her best support for what is
important for a successful education experience.

Self-Advocacy
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Session 8: Evaluation and Feedback
ADVOCATES WHO SUPPORT THE SUCCESSFUL EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE OF
YOUTH IN FOSTER OR OUT-OF-HOME CARE
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session nine
Session Nine
Preparing youth to enter into and
complete postsecondary education
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Session 9: Facilitator’s Guide
Preparing youth to enter into and complete postsecondary
education
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) 	Become familiar with recommendations for accessing higher education opportunities for youth in foster or
out-of-home care.
2)	Identify persons who can support and provide academic, social, and emotional support before, during,
and through completion of the youth’s postsecondary education.
3)	Learn about the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, the Education and Training Voucher
Program, and new requirements of FAFSA and the Higher Education Act Reauthorization.
4) Identify resources to improve higher education outcomes for students from foster care including those
with disabilities.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Read activity guides.

Handouts:

60 min

Copy handouts and
pp. 155-159, It’s My
Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide, if participants do
not have a copy.

• It’s My Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide (download from
Resource Library at www.
casey.org). This guide
provides advocates with
practice approaches for
improving college success
for students in foster care.

While the topic of today’s
session is around
postsecondary education
and training, for all
children, the planning for
postsecondary education
should happen long
before the child graduates
from high school. For
youth in foster or out-ofhome care who may not
have access to ongoing
educational support at
home, it is especially
important that educators
at the school are aware
of the resources and
opportunities that exist for
youth in out-of-home care
to attend postsecondary
and training institutions.

Create flip charts for
grades 7-12 activities to
prepare youth in out-ofhome care, including
those with disabilities, for
postsecondary education
and training.

• Chafee Education and
Training Voucher Program:
Six States (order free from
Resource Library at www.
casey.org). Illustrations of
how states are using the
program.
• Q&A Tuition Waivers for
Postsecondary Education
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Digital Stories: Go to www.
cpyp.org for Telling It Like It
Is: Foster Youth and Their
Struggle for Permanency
Johnny’s Story tells
how important mentors
are especially during
postsecondary times.
The complete DVD with all
ten stories is available free
from www.cpyp.org
Download: Supporting
Success: Improving Higher
Education Outcomes for
Students from Foster Care at
www.casey.org
Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Review of last class,
class expectations,
overview schedule.

Participant agenda

5 min
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Give an advance
organizer: This
session will address
the importance of
preparing youth in foster
or out-of-home care for
postsecondary education
and training opportunities.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

PowerPoint presentation
or review PowerPoint
handouts and have a
group discussion on the
key points.

Handouts:

Show copies of the It’s
My Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide and Supporting
Success: Improving
Higher Education
Outcomes for Students
from Foster Care.

Accessing Higher
Education for Youth
in Foster Care

• PowerPoint slides
• Checklist: Preparing
Students for Postsecondary
Education and Training

15 min

• Supportive Adults
• Preparing Foster Youth
with Disabilities for
Postsecondary Education
and Training
• Case Studies
For additional copies of the
It’s My Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide, and Supporting
Success: Improving Higher
Education Outcomes for
Students from Foster Care,
download from Resource
Library at www.casey.org
Topic
Preparing Youth in
Out-of-Home Care,
Including Those
with Disabilities,
for Postsecondary
Education and
Training
15 min

Selected pages from the
It’s My Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide.

Divide the participants
into 3 teams and assign
2 grade levels to each
team: 7-8, 9-10, and
11-12.
Have each team read
pp. 155-159, It’s My
Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide and select at least
5 activities they would
like their school to initiate
for all youth in foster
or out-of-home care,
paying special attention
to youth with disabilities.
Have them share their
recommendations with
the larger group.

Planning for
postsecondary education
or training should begin
as early as the 8th grade.
Encourage the
participants to think
about activities for
youth with disabilities.
Excellent resources
can be found at www.
heathresourcecenter.org

building educational support for youth in foster care | Endless Dreams |

199

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Divide the participants
into two groups,
assigning Case Study 4
(Victor) to one group and
Case Study 5 (Traci) to
the other group.

Resources and Handouts:

Sometimes youth such as
Victor and Traci, whom
you will meet in the case
studies, did not have the
activities you just listed
for grades 7-12. Now we
will use our resources
and help them prepare for
postsecondary education
or training.

Case Studies
15 min

Have each group read
the case study, read
the 8 recommendations
from It’s My Life:
Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide, and review the
two handouts. From your
research, create a list
that might help the youth
and discuss how you
would present it to them.

• It’s My Life: Postsecondary
Education and Training
Guide
• The John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence
Program
• 2008 Higher Education
Reauthorization Act

Share recommendations
with large group. Record
on flip chart (optional).

Topic
Supporting
Postsecondary
Success
5 min

Show DVD or discuss
with the large group
factors that were needed
for you or a person you
knew to be successful at
the postsecondary level.
Show digital clip or DVD
of Johnny Madrid and
list the support network
necessary for success at
the postsecondary level.

DVD Telling It Like It Is/
Johnny Madrid (go to www.
cpyp.org)
Digital stories: Johnny’s
story
Supporting Success:
Improving Higher Education
Outcomes for Students from
Foster Care (download from
Resource Library at www.
casey.org
Bibliography

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day

5 min

Complete evaluations
and collect.

Evaluation forms
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It is not only important to
help youth from and in
foster care get accepted
into postsecondary and
vocational programs;
we must also provide
support while they are
there. Where do they go
on winter break? Who
helps them navigate
the confusing world of
financial aid? What if
they don’t have health
insurance? Do they need
child care while attending
school?
Evaluation

Session 9: Participant Agenda
Preparing youth to enter into and complete postsecondary
education
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Become familiar with recommendations for accessing higher education opportunities for youth in foster or
out-of-home care.
2)	Identify persons who can support and provide academic, social, and emotional support before, during,
and through completion of the youth’s postsecondary education.
3)	Learn about the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, the Education and Training Voucher
Program, and new requirements of FAFSA and the Higher Education Act Reauthorization.
4)	Identify resources to improve higher education outcomes for students from foster care including those with
disabilities.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

15 min

Accessing higher education for youth
in foster care

PowerPoint presentation and discussion

15 min

Preparing youth in out-of-home care,
including those with disabilities, for
postsecondary education and training

Small group activity

15 min

Case studies

Johnny Madrid digital story and discussion

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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From It’s My Life: Postsecondary Education and Training Guide. Free download at
www.casey.org.

• Help students adjust to and complete their college or
training program.

• Engage young adults who have missed out on
postsecondary preparation.

• Help students apply for and get financial aid.

• Support students in choosing, applying for, and
enrolling in postsecondary education.

What to Do to Encourage
Postsecondary Education?

Endless Dreams
Session 9

Preparing Youth
to Enter into
and Complete
Postsecondary
Education

• Youth
• Social workers
• Education staff
• Foster parents
• Friends and relatives
• Judges and lawyers

Education Advocates Helping Support
Postsecondary Education Planning

From It’s My Life: Postsecondary Education and Training Guide. Free download at
www.casey.org.

• Foster high academic aspirations.
• Encourage long-term planning for postsecondary
education.
• Stress rigorous academic preparation.
• Support students in preparing and taking standardized
tests.

What to Do to Encourage
Postsecondary Education?
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• Tuition Waivers for Postsecondary Education

• 2008 Higher Education Reauthorization Act

• The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence
Program

Use information from these handouts to help youth
succeed in postsecondary education.

Casey Study Activity

• Academic preparation
• Test preparedness
• Information about postsecondary options
• Guidance and coaching towards enrollment
and financial aid

Planning for Postsecondary Education—
Start Early! Things to Consider:
Include youth with disabilities
in your long-term planning
for postsecondary education
and training

Youth with Disabilities

Case Studies
Case Study – Victor
Hi. My name is Victor. I am 17. I will be 18 in six months. I make friends really easily because I am friendly and
outgoing. I hang out a lot and go to a lot of parties because I know so many people. I don’t usually get into a lot
of trouble at parties, but I do get drunk and occasionally smoke pot at parties.
I don’t always stay close friends with people for a long time because they make me mad and we stop talking. I
used to live in a group home, but I hated it so I am now hanging out with friends. Sometimes I am on a different
couch every couple of days. My mom says that I can live with her, but I don’t like her boyfriend. They use and I
end up getting in the middle of stuff and have to split anyhow. Before the group home, I lived with foster families. I
have had 7 foster families since I was 12. I didn’t really like any of them.
I was almost done with high school when I decided not to go anymore. I want to get my GED. That is why I go to
the Transition Center in San Antonio. They are going to help me. I want to get that GED and be done with school.
I don’t like school and school doesn’t like me. The only thing I liked about school was getting to see my friends
and hang out. I don’t really know what I want to do for a job, but eventually I want a real job that helps other
people. Maybe helping kids who have had a hard time like me would be good. Maybe I will be a basketball coach.
I have moved around a lot, but I have been on the same basketball team at the Boys and Girls Club for 3 years.
My team is really good and I like my coach. He is tough on me, but he cares. He’s got my back. I am good at
basketball and he knows it so he respects me.
I have had a few jobs. My last job was at a Pizza Hut. It was hard to always make it to work because I was so
busy with school and my friends. Sometimes I was late. That’s why I don’t work there anymore. I would like to get
a real job. No more fast food or that kind of stuff for me. But I have never been to a real interview and I don’t have
a resume. I don’t really know much about resumes. But I want a real job with a computer and a cell phone, and
that makes a lot of money.
I need money because I like to buy things. I need a lot of things and I need them now. My goal is to have 21 credit
cards by the time I am 21 so I can get things I need. I need an MP3 player now and will get one as soon as I get a
credit card or some money.
I am Mexican. Most of my friends are Mexican and I like Mexicans best. There are a few black guys at school that
I hung out with and they are OK. I also have a white girlfriend, but I mostly want to hang out with my Mexican
friends. They understand me.

204 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

Case Study – Traci
Hi. My name is Traci. I am 13 and finishing the 7th grade.
I have been in foster care for five years. I used to live with my grandma, but now I live with a family because she
got sick. My foster family lives near my grandma and I visit her a lot. She means a lot to me. I know she loves me.
I don’t always like school because I have trouble making friends. I am starting to like it more because I have a
boyfriend now. He is in the 9th grade and I know he cares about me. We don’t have sex yet, but I don’t want him
to think I am a baby and break up with me so I am thinking about it.
I have a hard time concentrating in school. I like school and I do OK on tests, but it is really hard to pay attention.
This is my third school in two years. My last two schools had me meet with a special teacher to help me with my
concentration issues. My caseworker says I am going to start getting special help again soon.
My favorite part of school is getting to use the computers. I am really good with computers. Sometimes some of
the other kids even ask for my help with the computers. That makes me feel good. I don’t have that many friends
because I am kind of shy and I have moved schools so many times. That is why my boyfriend is so important to
me. But the computer lab is one place where I talk to other people a lot.
Sometimes I wish I had some money so I could buy some nicer clothes. I don’t have any money because I don’t
have a job and I don’t get an allowance. Sometimes my grandma gives me money for my birthday and other
special occasions, but I usually spend it right away so nobody will take it from me or steal it.
Most people think I am Indian, but I am Indian and white. My mom and my grandma are white. I just pretend I am
just Indian because most of the kids at my new school are Indian. But I don’t know very much about my culture or
about my dad’s family. Sometimes it is hard to just pretend like I am something that I am not.
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The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program
Program Description
The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (CFCIP) offers assistance to help current and
former youth from foster care achieve self-sufficiency. Grants are offered to states that submit a plan to assist
youth in a wide variety of areas designed to support a successful transition to adulthood. Activities and programs
include, but are not limited to, help with education, employment, financial management, housing, emotional
support, and assured connections to caring adults for older youth in foster care as well as youth 18-21 who have
aged out of the foster care system.
The Educational and Training Vouchers Program (ETV) for Youths Aging out of Foster Care was added
to the CFCIP in 2002. ETV provides resources specifically to meet the education and training needs of youth
aging out of foster care. In addition to the existing authorization of $140 million for the CFCIP program, the law
authorizes $60 million for payments to states for postsecondary educational and training vouchers for youth likely
to experience difficulty as they transition to adulthood after the age of 18. This program makes available vouchers
of up to $5,000 per year per youth for postsecondary education and training for eligible youth.
Contact www.statevoucher.org to learn about your state’s eligibility requirements.
For more information on the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, go to the Children’s Bureau Child
Welfare Policy Manual, Section 3.5.
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National Association for The Education Of Homeless Children
and Youth
Higher Education Act Reauthorization: Homeless and Foster Youth
Youth experiencing homelessness or in foster care face numerous barriers to higher education. Inadequate
college readiness, the complexity of the financial aid process, and lack of housing and support services once
enrolled in college make obtaining a college degree an often insurmountable challenge. Yet a college education
offers these youth the best opportunity to escape poverty and realize their dreams.

Higher Education Act Reauthorization:
In August 2008, President Bush signed the Higher Education Opportunity Act, H.R. 4137. This legislation
reauthorizes the Higher Education Act. It includes numerous amendments designed to increase homeless and
foster students’ access to postsecondary education.
College Preparation and Support Programs: The Federal TRIO programs consist of programs
that support at-risk junior high and high school students to graduate from high school, enter college,
and complete their degrees. These programs include Talent Search, Upward Bound, Student Support
Services, Educational Opportunity Centers, Staff Development Activities, and Gaining Early Awareness
and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR-UP). Students experiencing homelessness or in
foster care are at great risk of academic failure due to their extreme poverty and residential instability,
yet, prior to this reauthorization, they were not specifically mentioned or targeted by any of the TRIO
programs.
The Higher Education Act now:
•	Requires each applicant for TRIO programs to identify and make available services, including mentoring,
tutoring, and other services, to homeless children and youth, or youth in foster care (including youth who
have left foster care after reaching age 13).
•	Makes homeless children and youth, or youth in foster care (including youth who have left foster care after
reaching age 13), automatically eligible for TRIO programs.
•	Includes as permissible services under the federal TRIO programs and GEAR-UP program activities
specially designed for homeless children and youth and for students who are in foster care or aging out of
the foster care system.
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•	Amends the purpose of the Student Support Services Program to foster an institutional climate supportive
of success in postsecondary education for homeless children and youth and students who are in foster
care or aging out of foster care.
•	Includes as a permissible service under the Student Support Services Program assistance in securing
temporary housing during breaks in the academic year for homeless students and students who are in
foster care or are aging out of the foster care system.
•	Includes as content in training programs under Staff Development Activities strategies for recruiting and
serving homeless children and youth and students who are in foster care or aging out of the foster care
system.
•	Requires entities not using a cohort approach for GEAR-UP to include homeless children and youth and
youth in foster care as priority students.
In addition, the following provisions were included in the reauthorized Higher Education Act:
•	Public Awareness: Requires the U.S. Department of Education, in coordination with organizations
that provide services to youth who are or were homeless, or youth in foster care, and many other
organizations, to implement a public awareness campaign that will increase awareness about the
availability of financial aid under the Act.
•	Grant Program: Includes a grant program in the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education
that would assist colleges, other postsecondary schools, and public and private nonprofit institutions to
provide support services and housing (when that housing is generally unavailable to other students) to
homeless students or students who were in foster care before the age of 13. (Please note that the intent
here was probably to offer this program to students in foster care “after,” not “before,” the age of 13.) This
grant program is authorized, but funding has not yet been appropriated for this purpose.
•	Independent Student Status for Youth in Foster Care: Congress passed legislation last year, the College
Cost Reduction and Access Act, that expanded the definition of “independent student” to include any
student who is an orphan, is in foster care, or is a ward of the court at any time when the student is
13 years of age or older. This language is in effect for the 2009-2010 FAFSA. The Higher Education
Improvements Act makes a technical change to this provision, to include, additionally, in the definition of
independent student those youth who were orphans, in foster care, or a ward of the court at any time
when the individual was 13 years old or older. Since this is a broader group of students, there is a budget
impact; hence, this corrected language does not go into effect until July 1, 2010.
For more information: please contact Barbara Duffield, Policy Director, at 202.364.7392 or bduffield@naehcy.org.
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Q&A: Tuition Waivers for Postsecondary Education
Q: What is a tuition waiver?
A: A tuition waiver is a state program that increases access to higher education for current and former youth in
foster care by “waiving” their tuition and fees at colleges and vocational schools under certain conditions.

Q: How many states offer tuition waivers?
A: At least 16 states offer tuition waivers, and in several more states, legislation to create tuition waivers is
pending.

Q: Why do some states offer tuition waivers to youth in foster care?
A: Several states have adopted tuition waiver programs to help address the low rates of college attendance and
completion among youth in foster care by making college more affordable for them. Less than 20 percent of
college-eligible youth in foster care go on to higher education compared to 60 percent of youth in the general
population. Moreover, only about 1 to 5 percent of youth in foster care earn bachelor’s degrees. The low rates
of college attendance and completion among youth in foster care can be attributed to a variety of factors,
including significant financial barriers to higher education. Many youth in foster care lack families who can help
pay for their tuition, co-sign their college loans, or provide them with a free place to live while they’re attending
college or during school breaks. Waivers of tuition and fees help reduce the financial barriers to higher
education for youth in foster care.

Q: At which schools can tuition waivers be used?
A: In nearly all states that have implemented tuition waiver programs, a tuition waiver can only be used at statefunded colleges and vocational schools within the state that provides the tuition waiver. There are, however, a
few exceptions to this rule. For example, recipients of Connecticut’s tuition waiver can use the waiver at any
institution of higher education, including at public and private colleges outside of Connecticut.

Q: Does a tuition waiver cover the full cost of college tuition and fees?
A: In the majority of states with tuition waiver programs, a student who is eligible for a tuition waiver must still
apply for other forms of federal and state financial aid. In these states, a tuition waiver covers the difference
between the student’s tuition and fees and the amount of federal and state financial aid the student
receives. However, in a few states, such as Virginia and Texas, the Chafee Education and Training Voucher
(ETV)—a federal grant that provides current and former youth in foster care with up to $ 5000 per year for
postsecondary education expenses—is not included in this calculation. In a few other states, such as Maine
and Kansas, a tuition waiver covers the full cost of tuition and fees, regardless of the level of federal and state
financial aid a student receives.
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Q: Do tuition waivers cover other college related expenses, such as room and board?
A: In most states, tuition waivers only cover tuition and fees. In Connecticut, however, tuition waivers can be used
to cover the full cost of attending college, including the cost of tuition, fees, room and board, books, tutoring,
transportation, and health care. In several states where tuition waivers only cover tuition and fees, recipients
can rely on additional sources of government funds to pay for other college-related expenses. For example, in
the few states that offer full tuition waivers (i.e., waivers that are not discounted by the amount students receive
from other sources of financial aid), students can use the additional forms of financial aid they receive to cover
their room board expenses, and other college-related costs. In addition, several of the states that offer tuition
waivers also permit youth to remain in foster care until the age of 21. In these states, the room and board
expenses of college students in foster care are paid for by their state’s child welfare system.

Q: Who is eligible to receive a tuition waiver?
A: To receive a tuition waiver, a student must have been in foster care during a specific period of his or her youth.
The exact period differs across states. For example, in Oklahoma, students are eligible for tuition waivers if they
were in foster care for at least nine months between their 16th and 18th birthdays. In Maryland, students are
eligible so long as they were in foster care when they received a high school diploma or GED. In several states,
youth who were adopted from foster care after a certain age are also eligible to receive tuition waivers. For
example, in North Carolina, youth who were adopted from foster care on or after their 12th birthday are eligible.

Q: Where can I learn more about tuition waivers?
A: For state-specific information about tuition waiver programs, see http://fostercaretoadulthood.wikispaces.com/
and http://www.nrcys.ou.edu/yd/state_pages/search.php?search_option=tuition_waiver.
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Session 9: Evaluation and Feedback
Preparing youth to enter into and complete postsecondary
education
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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session ten
Session Ten
Collaboration and coordination
to create systems change
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Session 10: Facilitator’s Guide
Collaboration and coordination to create systems change
Outcomes
Participants will:
1) 	Identify ways agencies are developing models of data sharing and creating agreements to support
collaboration and coordination across systems.
2)	Create a collaborative model of how schools and the child welfare agency can work together to improve
the educational supports for youth in foster and out-of-home care.
3)	Develop a next-steps action plan to create opportunities for collaboration and coordination across their
respective systems.

Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Preparation

Read activity guides.

Handouts:

60 min

Copy handouts.

• Blueprint for Change Q&A
(download from Resource
Library at www.casey.org
or from www.abanet.org/
child/educaiton)

We know there are many
persons and agencies
involved with building
the educational support
for youth in out-of-home
care, and the topic of
today’s session focuses
on how to create a
collaborative system that
is working from the youth’s
perspective. The new
systems that agencies
are creating include
the sharing of data and
establishing interagency
agreements for working
together. Educators have a
very important role in this
process.

Create flip charts for
questions that need to
be researched on the
Blueprint for Change.

• Goals and benchmarks
(a detailed framework
that includes goals and
benchmarks for children
and youth that will ensure
their educational success)
• Roles of stakeholders for
goals 1 and 2
• Florida’s Children First—
Recommendations for
inter-agency actions
• Certificate of Completion
• Judicial education
checklist: www.abanet.
org/child/education
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Welcome
and Advance
Organizer

Review of last class,
class expectations,
overview schedule

Participant agenda

Give an advance
organizer: This session
will address the importance
of systems working
together to improve
education outcomes for
youth in foster or out-ofhome care.

Provide each participant
with a copy of the
Blueprint for Change
Q&A from the Legal
Center for Foster Care
and Education. Show
them a copy of the entire
Blueprint for Change
notebook. Briefly review
the 8 recommendations
included in the Blueprint.

Show a copy of the
Blueprint for Change and
encourage participants to
download their own copy
at www.abanet.org/child/
education or order a free
copy from Resource Library
at www.casey.org

Introduce the activity by
reviewing today’s topic and
showing the blueprint as
a framework to enhance
educational opportunity
and achievement for
children in foster care.

Review the Information
Sharing to Improve
Educational Outcomes
for Children in Out-ofHome Care handout
from the Legal Center
for Foster Care and
Education.

Handout: Solving the Data
Puzzle: A How-to Guide
on Collecting and Sharing
Information (download from
Resource Library at www.
casey.org or www.abanet.
org/child/education)

In order to make significant
systems improvement
changes for children and
youth in out-of-home care,
it will be necessary for the
child welfare and education
systems to develop
agreeable and effective
ways of sharing data
that continue to protect
the privacy of individual
students but that also
create action for change
when educational issues
are present.

5 min

Topic
Blueprint for Change
5 min

Topic
Data Collection,
Information Sharing,
and Interagency
Agreements
10 min

Discuss considerations
when planning
interagency agreements
that have to do with data
sharing.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Topic

Create 4 equal groups
representing judges,
lawyers, social workers,
and educators. Ask the
participants to first read
goal 1 of the Blueprint,
then read Goal 1 School
Stability and Social
Workers’ Roles (Judges’
Roles, Educators’ Roles,
or Attorney’s Roles). Do
the same process for
goal 2.

Show Judicial Checklists on
Education.

You have organized a
community meeting with
judges, lawyers, social
workers, and educators.
The goal of the meeting
is to have all of the
stakeholders develop a
plan to help insure school
stability and seamless
transitions for youth in
foster care. By the end of
this activity, you will have
generated ideas from the
different stakeholders’
perspectives and decided
what needs to be done to
improve what is happening
now.

Role of the
Stakeholders
20 min

Handouts:
• Blueprint Goals and
Benchmarks
• Roles of stakeholders for
goals 1 and 2

Choose a recorder in
each group and report to
the large group what you
plan to do differently as
a ____ (role) to improve
the education stability
and transition for youth in
foster and out-of-home
care.
Topic
Plan to Create
Change between
the Child Welfare
Agency and School
15 min

Emphasize the
improvement that will take
place if stakeholders are
working together.
Handout: Florida’s
Children’s First – FCF
Recommendations for
Interagency Actions to
Improve Educational
Opportunities for Florida’s
Foster Youth

Ask each participant
to think about the
relationship his or her
school has with the local
child welfare agency.
Record at least three
ideas you want to
present at the next
staff meeting to
begin improving this
collaboration.
Share ideas with the
large group.
Use the handout from
Florida’s Children First to
stimulate ideas of how
the Blueprint for Change
could be incorporated as
an action-planning tool.

Change among agencies
does not happen
overnight, but it must start
somewhere and continue
to improve. Depending
on the relationship your
school has with the child
welfare agency, list at least
three activities you want
to see accomplished to
improve the collaboration
for insuring educational
success for all youth in
foster and out-of-home
care.
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Session Outline

Activities

Materials and Websites

Talking Points

Post-Organizer
and Next Steps

Review outcomes for the
day and if there is time,
go over the previous
outcomes you covered.

Evaluation forms

Evaluation

5 min

Congratulate the
participants and pass
out the Certificate of
Completion.
Complete evaluations
and collect.
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Session 10: Participant Agenda
Collaboration and coordination to create systems change
Learning Objectives
Participants will:
1)	Identify ways agencies are developing models of data sharing and creating agreements to support
collaboration and coordination across systems.
2)	Create a collaborative model of how schools and the child welfare agency can work together to improve
the educational support for youth in foster and out-of-home care.
3)	Develop a next-steps action plan to create opportunities for collaboration and coordination across their
respective systems.

Time

Topic

Activities

5 min

Welcome and advanced organizer

Introductions and expectations

5 min

Introduction to the Blueprint for
Change

Discussion and review

10 min

Data collection, information sharing,
and interagency agreements

Discussion and review

20 min

Role of the stakeholder

Role play the stakeholder activity

15 min

Creating a plan

Planning for change—3 ideas to present at
the next staff meeting

5 min

Next steps and post-organizer

Evaluation
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Q&A: Blueprint for Change: Education Success for Children in
Foster Care
Q: What is the Blueprint for Change?
A: The Blueprint for Change is a detailed framework that includes goals and benchmarks (or subgoals) for children
and youth that will help ensure their education success. The document contains national and state examples
(programs, resources, and strategies) that implement these recommendations; the examples are correlated
with the appropriate goal and benchmark. The Blueprint for Change can be used for various purposes and by
various stakeholders.

Q: How was the Blueprint for Change created?
A: The idea for the Blueprint for Change originated among members of the National Working Group for Foster
Care and Education, a group comprised of national organizations that represent various stakeholders (foster
parents, judges, caseworkers, etc.), who can have an impact on a child’s education success while in out-ofhome care. These organizations wanted to create a common agenda for all stakeholders that could then be
tailored to a specific group’s needs. The Legal Center for Foster Care and Education spent a year creating
this framework. In putting it together, input was received from advocates and professionals from around the
country, including the members of the National Working Group. The Legal Center FCE also began to compile
the examples that correlate with each goal. The examples give a preliminary picture of what efforts and
resources currently exist.

Q: What are the eight Goals?
A: The eight Goals are written from a youth’s perspective and cover the spectrum from early childhood learning to
postsecondary education. They are:
1) Youth are entitled to remain in their same school when feasible;
2)	Youth are guaranteed seamless transitions between schools and school districts when school moves
occur;
3) Young children enter school ready to learn;
4) Youth have the opportunity and support to fully participate in all aspects of the school experience;
5) Youth have support to prevent school dropout, truancy, and disciplinary actions;
6)	Youth are involved and engaged in all aspects of their education and educational planning and are
empowered to be advocates for their education needs and pursuits;
7)	Youth have an adult who is invested in his or her education during and after his or her time in out-of -home
care; and
8) Youth have support to enter into, and complete, postsecondary education.
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Q: Who is the target audience for the Blueprint for Change?
A: The target audience for the Blueprint for Change is anyone who touches the life a child in out-of-home care,
and anyone who can help with the child’s education goals and pursuits. This includes judges, attorneys and
GALs, biological and foster parents, youth, child welfare administrators and caseworkers, educators, and
legislators.

Q: How are the needs of children with disabilities in out-of-home care addressed in the Blueprint?
A: All goals and benchmarks apply to youth with disabilities, but the last benchmarks within each goal apply only
to youth with disabilities.

Q: How should the Blueprint for Change be used?
A: The Blueprint for Change has multiple uses. First, it provides information for direct case advocates to enhance
educational opportunity and achievement of children in out-of-home care. For example, a caseworker or
child’s attorney could use the Blueprint for Change as a checklist or guide to help identify issues that affect a
particular child and to ensure that all routes are being pursued to obtain necessary education. The Blueprint
for Change is also designed to guide system reform efforts by agency and court administrators or other
community leaders. For example, a child welfare agency administrator charged with collaborating with the local
education agency to better serve children involved with both systems can use the Blueprint for Change as a
guide for initial conversations or to create an agenda to review how a jurisdiction is addressing each goal and
benchmark.

Q: Where can I get a copy of the Blueprint for Change?
A: Download a free copy of the Blueprint for Change at www.abanet.org/child/education/blueprint. You will
be required to provide basic registration information to access this free download. The Legal Center FCE
is tracking how the Blueprint for Change is being used and you may be contacted in the future to provide
information about how you were able to incorporate the Blueprint for Change into your work.

Q: Can I use multiple copies of the Blueprint for Change with my staff in trainings or at meetings and
conferences?
A: Absolutely. The Blueprint for Change is intended to be duplicated and used as a tool for training or to guide
conversations at meetings and conferences. The Legal Center FCE only asks that appropriate citations and
credits are provided.

Q: Who do I contact if I have a comment or question about the Blueprint for Change, or if I have a
State, National, or Local Example I think should be included?
A: Please send all comments, questions, and suggestions about additions to ccleducation@abanet.org.
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Q&A: Information Sharing to Improve Educational
Outcomes for Children in Out-Of-Home Care
Q: How can sharing education-related information improve educational outcomes
for children in out-of-home care?
A: Children in out-of-home care are involved with multiple agencies, most notably the courts,
child welfare, and education. Each of these systems has a discrete role and collects some
information that is relevant to the education of children in their care. Whether it relates to
a specific child or to an entire population, there is a value to sharing at least some of this
information across systems. Information on how well children in foster care are learning
and what barriers they are facing can help each agency identify state or county level
policies or programs that can improve outcomes for these children. Information sharing
also forges valuable collaborations to address systemic barriers to educational success.
At the student level, sharing education information can help staff from both the education
and child welfare systems identify appropriate placements, develop effective transition
goals, and secure needed services.

Q: Can education data be shared across agencies without violating confidentiality
laws such as the Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA)?
A: Yes. FERPA prohibits the disclosure of personally identifiable information from a
student’s “education records”1 without written parental consent (or the consent of a
student who is 18 or attending a postsecondary program). It does not bar agencies from
sharing aggregate data or other information that is not connected to a particular child.

Q: What are some methods that agencies have used or could use to share data
without triggering the parental consent requirements of FERPA?
A: Data Matching: Limited information is provided by the child welfare agency (name, date
of birth, address) and then “matched” with the same information from the education
agency, which can generate disaggregated education data regarding students in out-ofhome care.
 ata Exchange: Data systems from various state and/or local departments are linked so
D
that data can be added and/or exchanged between systems. Careful protections must be
put in place so that only the information that can legally be shared will be exchanged and
accessed.
 tudent Identification Numbers: Almost all states now assign a unique student
S
identification number to each student. This enables states to track student-specific data
across many years. In the future, if caseworkers are able to include this number in the
child’s case files, it may be possible for child welfare agencies at the local or state level to
submit a list of student ID numbers to an education agency to obtain disaggregated data
on children in out-of-home care.

1

20 U.S.C.A. § 1232(g)(a)(4)(A).
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Q: Under what circumstances can personally identifiable information regarding a
particular child be shared with other agencies?
A: Information regarding a particular student can be shared if the required consent has
been obtained.2 In some jurisdictions, including Los Angeles, California, child welfare has
developed a “parental consent form” related to education records that the agency asks
the parent or guardian to sign when a child is placed in out-of-home care.
	There are also many FERPA exceptions. For example, schools can release student
records to comply with a family court or other judicial order or subpoena, but must give
the family reasonable notice. Information can be shared with an organization that is
conducting a study for an educational agency or institution to improve instruction. FERPA
also permits certain state authorities to obtain student records when necessary to comply
with federal requirements such as those in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).3 In
addition, an education agency can share “directory” information without prior consent.
Directory information includes the student’s name, address, place/date of birth, dates
of attendance, the most recent school attended, participation in officially recognized
activities, and sports and awards received. The education agency must give current
students and families advance notice of the types of directory information it will release
and the parents have the right and opportunity to refuse to release the information.

Q: What are some examples of information sharing and collaborative efforts that
have improved educational outcomes?
A: Utah, Florida, New Mexico, and West Virginia have done important work in this area.
In some states, information sharing and collaboration is happening on a more local
level (e.g., San Diego, Fresno, and Los Angeles, California). A few states have enacted
legislation mandating increased data sharing.4 To find out more information, visit the Legal
Center on Foster Care and Education Website at www.abanet.org/child/education.

Q: What can I do to encourage my state or county to share information and
collaborate to improve educational outcomes for children in out-of-home care?
A: Talk to representatives of your child welfare and education agencies about the importance
of sharing education information to help children in care. Provide examples of what has
worked in other jurisdictions. Involve all stakeholders in developing the system. Create a
Memorandum of Understanding that clearly delineates the mission and the role of each
stakeholder, protects children’s and families’ privacy rights, and ensures quality and
reliability. Remember it can be done and it helps kids!

Q: Where can I learn more about how data collection and information sharing can
improve educational outcomes for children in out-of-home care?
A: The Legal Center for Foster Care and Education has developed an article, Solving
the Data Puzzle: A “How To” Guide on Information Collection and Sharing to Improve
Educational Outcomes for Children in Out-of-Home Care. The article includes an in-depth
discussion of these issues and includes tools to evaluate your jurisdiction’s current data
collection efforts and develop and implement a program to meet your needs. It will be
available in January 2009 at www.abanet.org/child/education/dataexchange.

2

 ee Mythbusting: Breaking Down
S
Confidentiality and DecisionMaking Barriers to Meet the
Education Needs of Children in
Foster Care. Washington, DC:
ABA Center on Children and the
Law, 2005

3

20 U.S.C. § 6301 et seq.

4

 ee e.g., New Mexico House
S
Memorial 42 (2006) and California
AB 490 (2003).
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Goal 1: School Stability
Caseworker’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Resources
Community Placements:
Family to Family, a program of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, works to change child welfare systems and keep
children placed in their communities. Find information at: www.aecf.org/Home/MajorInitiatives/Family %20to%20
Family.aspx
Transportation:
Find out about your state transportation entitlements and other state rights by looking at the State School Stability
Legislation Chart (Available at www.abanet.org/child/ education/home.shtml)
New Title IV-E Provisions:
Learn more about new provisions of Title IV-E of the Social Security Act that focus on school stability. Additional
resources are available at the Legal Center Web site.

What you can do:
•	Keep living placements stable whenever possible. The easiest and most effective way to keep a
child’s education stable is to minimize living placement changes.
•	When a youth must move, locate a new living placement in the same school district. Keep youth
in the same school district whenever possible and in their best interest. Federal law (Title IV-E) requires
child welfare agencies to consider school proximity and appropriateness when making living placement
decisions. Your state may also have guidance on how to make this happen. Recruit foster families from
the school community. Encourage the parents of a friend to become foster parents for the child. Engage
school staff in identifying possible foster homes.
•	When youth must move to a different district, help them remain in their original school. Federal
law now requires child welfare agencies to coordinate with schools to keep a child in the same school
when it is in his or her best interest. The McKinney-Vento Act also provides that youth “awaiting foster care
placement” have the right to remain in their school of origin when “feasible.” In some states, this includes
all youth in foster care. Talk to the school McKinney-Vento Liaison about your client’s situation. (See
McKinney-Vento resources, page 2.)
•	Help youth get transportation to their original school. Title IV-E now clearly permits states to use
maintenance dollars to support transportation to a child’s original school. Under the McKinney-Vento
Act, if it is determined to be in a youth’s best interest to stay in his or her school of origin, he or she are
entitled to transportation. Therefore, youth who qualify as “awaiting foster care placement” in your state
generally have this right. Some state laws also provide a right to transportation. If your state or locality
should be providing transportation, make sure it’s happening. If there’s no legal right to transportation, be
creative. Ask: Is there anyone who could be agency approved? Can the agency arrange and pay for taxis
or reimburse foster parents for providing transportation? Is the school willing to add a new stop to the bus
route, or use special education or magnet school transportation?
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•	Make rights meaningful by ensuring youth and their caretakers understand them. Ensure youth
know about their right to remain in the school of origin, and that parents and foster parents have the
information to help children identify and enroll in the best school for them.
•	Ensure that youth with disabilities receive an appropriate education. A child’s Individualized
Educational Plan (IEP) may provide for transportation to an appropriate school placement. As a result, it
may help a child stay in his or her original school after a living placement move. Get a copy of the child’s
IEP for the child’s case file. (In many states, you will need parental consent or a court order to get the
IEP.) Once you have the document, make sure it is being honored and the child continues to be in an
appropriate educational setting.

Downloadable Tools
Advocating for the Educational Needs of Children in Out-of-Home Care: Training Curriculum for Child Welfare
Caseworkers and Supervisors. The Colorado Department of Human Services has developed a manual and
curriculum for child welfare supervisors and caseworkers. Find it at http://tatis.muskie.usm.maine.edu/pubs/
pubdetailwtemp.asp?PUB_ID= B060061
McKinney-Vento Resources:
Find your McKinney-Vento liaison by contacting your state coordinator at http://www.serve.org/nche/states/
state_resources.php.
• Identify how “awaiting foster care placement” is defined in your state/locality by reviewing The
McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement: Improving Educational
Outcomes through School Stability. (Available at www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml)
• L
 earn about state legal entitlements by reviewing Lessons Learned and the State School Stability
Legislation Chart. (Available at www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml)
•	Determine which school is in a child’s best interests by reviewing the National Center for Homeless
Education’s checklist. It is created for homeless youth, but can guide decisions for youth in care as well.
(Available at www.serve.org/nche/downloads/briefs/sch_sel_checklist.pdf)
This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Children in Foster Care, published by the Legal
Center for Foster Care & Education. To see the full publication, search a database on foster care education issues, and learn more
federal and local law, go to www.abanet.org/child/education.
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Goal 2: School Transitions
Caseworker’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Guaranteed Seamless Transitions between Schools and School Districts When
School Moves Occur
When youth must move between schools, they often have trouble enrolling. Delays can lead them to miss
important classroom time. Transitions in the middle of the year can make it harder for youth to access academic
and extracurricular programs.

What you can do:
•	Ensure the child is enrolled in the new school. Title IV-E requires states to immediately and
appropriately enroll all youth in foster care in the new school when they move. Under the McKinney-Vento
Act, youth “awaiting foster care placement” are entitled to enroll immediately in a new school even if they
are missing required records (such as immunization records). They are also entitled to have a school liaison
help them with enrollment and other issues. To figure out whether a child is covered by this law, find out
how your state defines “awaiting foster care placement.” In some state, this law covers all or most youth
in care. Additionally, in many states, schools must enroll children within a set time period, e.g., within five
days of the request.
•	Help with school record transfers. Many states require the prompt transfer of records between
schools. Title IV-E now requires the child welfare agency to ensure the child’s education records are
provided to the new school.
•	Take the lead in enrolling the child. As a caseworker with care and custody of children in out-of-home
care, you can be the key person to bring the child to the school to enroll. A foster parent may also be able
to take this responsibility, but you must clarify with the school and foster parent exactly what paperwork
and information is needed for enrollment.

Resources
Defining “awaiting foster care placement”: To identify how “awaiting foster care placement” is defined in
your state or locality, review The McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement:
Improving Educational Outcomes through School Stability. (Available at www.abanet.org/ child/education/home.
shtml)
State rights: Find out about your state enrollment entitlements and other state rights by looking at the State
School Stability Legislation Chart. (Available at www.abanet. org/child/education/home.shtml)
New Title IV-E Provisions: Learn about new provisions to Title IV-E of the Social Security Act that focus on
school enrollment. Check for new publications at the Legal Center website.
This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Children in Foster Care, published by the Legal
Center for Foster Care & Education. To see the full publication, search a database on foster care education issues, and learn more
federal and local law, go to www.abanet.org/child/education.
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Goal 1: School Stability
Educator’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Entitled to Remain in Their Same School When Feasible
Youth in foster care move between living placements an average of once or twice a year.
These moves often require children to change schools. School moves can result in academic
problems, grade retention, and increased dropout rates.1 Read the following tips to find out
how you can help. See the resource boxes for useful programs and publications.

What you can do:
•	Help your child welfare agency identify more foster families within your
school or district. Lead efforts at your school to let parents know that children
at the school need foster homes and placements to allow them to keep attending
school there. Raise the issue at staff meetings, PTA gatherings, or other schoolsponsored social events. Consider inviting a child welfare agency representative to a
school event to speak about foster parenting. Have a list of parents in the school who
are foster parents so when a crisis occurs, you can help the child welfare caseworker
identify potential placement options. If you know the child, you may be able to
suggest options (e.g., coach, friend’s parent).

Promote policies that
support education
stability
The Blueprint for Change:
Educational Success for Children in
Out-of-Home Care provides a more
detailed guide on the benchmarks
for meeting the educational needs
of youth in care, as well as national
state and local examples of how
various jurisdictions are meeting
these needs. Use the Blueprint
as a guide to assessing your
jurisdiction’s policies. Contact the
Legal Center for support promoting
educational success for youth in
your jurisdiction.
E-mail: ccleducation@abanet.org

•	Know who is authorized to make educational decisions for the child. Often,
educators are unsure who can make decisions for children in foster care. Ask the
caseworker, child’s attorney, or CASA to help determine who can make those
decisions. If the child does not have an existing education decision maker, advocate
for one to be appointed. For more information on education decision makers for
children receiving special education, see our fact sheet for educators at www.abanet.
org/child/education/publications.shtml.
•	Even if the child must move to a home in a different school district, request
that the child remain in your school if it is in the child’s best interest. Child
welfare agencies are now required, under federal law, to work with schools to keep a
child in the same school even when the child moves outside the school area, when it
is the child’s best interest to do so. Advocate for favorable school policies that assure
the school supports these new mandates. The McKinney-Vento Act also provides
that youth “awaiting foster care placement” have the right to remain in their school of
origin after they move when “feasible.” Some states interpret McKinney-Vento broadly
to include nearly all youth in the foster care system; other states may have different or
additional protections. Work with the McKinney-Vento liaison to see whether the law
can be used to help the child maintain school stability.
•	When a child remains in your school despite a living placement move, ensure
that the child has transportation to school. Child welfare agencies can access
federal funding to help support reasonable travel to a child’s school. When a child is
eligible under McKinney-Vento, the school district is required to fund transportation
to the original school. Work with child welfare, the school district, foster parents and
other concerned adults to come up with a transportation plan for the child.

1

 ational Working Group on Foster
N
Care and Education. Educational
Outcomes forYouth in Foster and
Out-of-Home Care, September
2007. Available at www.abanet.
org/child/education/home.shtml.
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Resources
•	To determine which school is in a child’s best interests, review the National Center for Homeless
Education’s checklist, available at www.serve.org/nche/downloads/briefs/sch_sel_checklist.pdf. It is
created for homeless youth, but can guide decisions for youth in care as well.
•	For information about appointing education decision makers and dealing with confidentiality
issues, see Mythbusting: Breaking Down Confidentiality and Decision-Making Barriers to Meet the
Education Needs of Children in Foster Care, available at www.abanet.org/child/education/mythbusting2.
pdf
•	For practical suggestions to help children in foster care placed in your school or classroom, see:
		What Teachers and Educators Can Do to Help Youth in Foster Care, available at www.fostercaremonth.
org/GetInvolved/Toolkit/Support/Documents/FCM08%20What%20Teachers%20and%20Educators%
20Can%20Do.pdf
		Why Special Education Teachers Should Care About Foster Care, available at www.ldonline.org/
article/5610
•	For strategies on how to use “awaiting foster care placement” and the McKinney Vento Act and
examples of successful collaborations between child welfare and education agencies, see The
McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement, available at www.abanet.
org/child/education/naehcy_%20mckinney_vento.pdf
This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Youth in the Child Welfare System, published by the
Legal Center for Foster Care and Education. To see the full publication, use a searchable database on foster care education laws, and
access secondary sources and training materials, visit www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
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Goal 2: School Transitions
Educator’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Guaranteed Seamless Transitions between Schools and School
Districts When School Moves Occur
When youth must move between schools, they often face delays in enrolling or receiving
records. Delays make it harder for youth to access academic and extracurricular programs,
and make it difficult for them to keep up with their peers and succeed in school.

What you can do:
•	Be sure you have received all the child’s prior records. Many states require the
prompt transfer of records between schools. When a child in foster care enrolls in
your school/class, be sure you have received all the records from the child’s previous
school, including all IEPs if the child is enrolled in special education. Be proactive. If
you have not received the child’s records, seek assistance from an administrator or
other official in your district. You might also contact the child’s attorney, guardian ad
litem (GAL), court appointed special advocate (CASA), or caseworker to see if they
can help expedite the record transfer.

Promote policies that
support education
stability
The Blueprint for Change:
Educational Success for Children in
Out-of-Home Care provides a more
detailed guide on the benchmarks
for meeting the educational needs
of youth in care, as well as national
state and local examples of how
various jurisdictions are meeting
these needs. Use the Blueprint
as a guide to assessing your
jurisdiction’s policies. Contact the
Legal Center for support promoting
educational success for youth in
your jurisdiction.
E-mail: ccleducation@abanet.org

•	Ensure that misunderstandings about confidentiality do not pose barriers to
the transfer of records between schools. Under the Federal Educational Rights
and Privacy Act, schools can transfer records to another school when the child
transfers schools. For such record transfers, schools do NOT need a signed release
from the parent. If the old school is unwilling to transfer records, find out why. If
necessary, work with the administration and advocates to clarify that the law permits
the transfer. As a matter of practice, it may also help to have parents sign a release of
information form to circumvent the issue.
•	Be willing to enroll the child without the records if necessary. Even the smallest
delay can negatively impact the child’s educational experience. If records are not
immediately available, be willing to enroll the child without the records while working
to secure them. Federal child welfare law requires children in foster care to be
immediately enrolled in school. Under the federal McKinney-Vento law, children who
are “awaiting foster care placement” are entitled to enroll in school even if they don’t
have required documents. Check with your McKinney-Vento liaison to see whether
the child can be enrolled under this law.
•	Assign a foster care liaison (or case manager) for foster children within your
school building. This could be an administrator, school nurse, psychologist, social
worker, counselor, teacher, or paraprofessional. This person should receive annual
training on foster care issues and should help youth in foster care with enrollment and
records transfers, and help them find and take advantage of appropriate academic
courses and extracurricular activities.
•	Ensure the school has the information it needs to support the child’s
educational progress. Make sure the liaison or other professional in your school
consults with the child’s former teachers, guidance counselors, and resource
providers. These people can provide valuable insights into the child’s educational
history and progress.
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•	Ensure the child receives credit for all coursework completed and stays on
track to graduation. Youth in care often fail to receive credit for work completed at
prior schools. Work with your administration or your designated foster care liaison to
ensure you have all necessary information and that the child gets credit for all work
completed. Similarly, work with children who have moved frequently to make sure
that they are on track for graduation and that the school recognizes their prior school
work.
•	Know who the education decision maker is for the child. The default decision
maker is usually the biological or adoptive parents, who have a constitutional right
to make education-related decisions for their children.1 When parents fail to act on
behalf of their children, however, youth need alternate decision makers. If the child
does not have an existing education decision maker, ask the child’s attorney or
caseworker to have one appointed. Regardless of whether your client is in regular
or special education, the education decision maker should be someone who knows
and spends time with the child, understands the child’s educational needs, and will
advocate for the child.
•	Be knowledgeable about appropriate information sharing and respect your
student’s privacy. Always respect your student’s right to privacy. Those in the
school who do not have responsibility for or are not involved with the student are
not entitled to information about the student’s circumstances. However, you should
know who can and should have access to important information about the student’s
educational progress. The designated liaison or other interested adult should talk
with your student’s caseworker and/or attorney to determine who has the right to
information. Once you are clear on who can and should have access to educational
information, keep the lines of communication open and encourage frequent
information sharing. Encourage these people to participate in educational planning for
the child.
•	Ensure youth with disabilities receive appropriate services. When a child
with disabilities moves, the child can continue receiving a free appropriate public
education in the least restrictive environment. The child is entitled to receive
comparable services to those provided under the Individualized Education Program
(IEP) at the old school until a new IEP has been developed and approved. While
youth records may not always follow a child, asking whether the child was in a special
education class, school, or self-contained program can inform you that the child has
special education needs. Because children are entitled to be educated in the least
restrictive environment, all efforts should be made to provide the child with needed
services within the child’s regular education school and classes.
•	Advocate for creating a foster care liaison or designee within your school.
Youth in care are better served when one staff person within the school is designated
to deal with issues that arise when enrolling children in foster care. This person could
receive special training and share knowledge with the rest of the school staff.

1

Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 205
(1972); Pierce v. Society of Sisters
of the Holy Names of Jesus and
Mary, 268 U.S. 510 (1925).
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•	Seek opportunities to learn more about child welfare and the child welfare system and arrange
for in-service training. Little time is spent in college-level education courses teaching how foster care
affects children in the classroom and the child welfare system generally. Take advantage of opportunities to
participate in conferences and in-service training that address these issues. Principals and administrators
should support teachers and other school staff who are interested in attending such programs.

Resources:
•	For information about appointing education decision makers and dealing with confidentiality
issues, see Mythbusting: Breaking Down Confidentiality and Decision-Making Barriers to Meet the
Education Needs of Children in Foster Care, available at www.abanet.org/child/ education/mythbusting2.
pdf
•	For practical suggestions to help children in foster care placed in your school or classroom, see:
		What Teachers and Educators Can Do to Help Youth in Foster Care, found at www.fostercaremonth.
org/GetInvolved/Toolkit/Support/Documents/FCM08%20What%20Teachers%20and%20Educators%20
Can%20Do.pdf
		 Why Special Education Teachers Should Care About Foster Care, found at www.ldonline.org/article/5610
		Endless Dreams, a video and training curriculum about fostercare for educators, available at www.casey.
org/Resources/Publications/EndlessDreams.htm
•	For strategies on how to use “awaiting foster care placement” and the McKinney Vento Act and
examples of successful collaborations between child welfare and education agencies, see The
McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement, available at www.abanet.
org/child/education/naehcy_%20mckinney_vento.pdf
This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Youth in the Child Welfare System, published by the
Legal Center for Foster Care and Education. To see the full publication, use a searchable database on foster care education laws, and
access secondary sources and training materials, visit www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
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Promote policies that
support education
stability
The Blueprint for Change:
Educational Success for Children in
Out-of-Home Care provides a more
detailed guide on the benchmarks
for meeting the educational needs
of youth in care, as well as national
state and local examples of how
various jurisdictions are meeting
these needs. Use the Blueprint
as a guide to assessing your
jurisdiction’s policies. Contact the
Legal Center for support promoting
educational success for youth in
your jurisdiction.
E-mail: ccleducation@abanet.org

Goal 1: School Stability
Judge’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Entitled to Remain in Their Same School When Feasible
Youth in foster care move between living placements an average of once to twice a year,
and must often change schools. Research shows that school moves can lead to academic
problems, grade retention, and increased drop-out rates. Research also shows that school
stability can promote educational success for youth in care.1

What you can do:
•	Ensure that education stability is considered at all court hearings. Whenever
possible and in the child’s best interest, keep a child in his home or neighborhood to
prevent educational disruption. Title IV-E requires child welfare agencies to consider
the appropriateness and proximity of a child’s school when identifying where a
child should live.2 At all hearings to review a child welfare agency’s plan to change
placement, remind the agency of its responsibility to consider education stability as
a factor. When the court itself approves specific living placement decisions, consider
the child’s access to his or her original school.
•	Help youth remain in their original school even when they move to a home in
a different school district. Some state laws provide specific school stability rights
for children in out-of-home care.3 Title IV-E now requires child welfare agencies to
coordinate with schools to ensure that a child remain in his or her original school
when in his or her best interest to do so. The federal McKinney-Vento Act gives youth
“awaiting foster care placement” the right to remain in their school of origin when they
move to a new living placement when “feasible.” “School of origin” is defined as the
school the youth attended when “permanently housed” or in which the youth “was
last enrolled.”4 The definition of “awaiting foster care placement” varies widely from
state to state but can be as broad as all youth in the substitute care system.5 Judges
can play a vital role in four ways:
		 1. Make sure that youth and their caretakers understand the rules. At
adjudication and/or disposition hearings, ensure that stakeholders—including
youth, parents, lawyers, and caseworkers—are aware of school stability rights.

1

 ational Working Group on Foster
N
Care and Education. Educational
Outcomes for Youth in Foster and
Out-of-Home Care, September
2007. Find this resource online at:
www.abanet.org/child/education/
home.shtml

2

42 U.S.C. § 675(1).

3

See, e.g., Or. Rev. Stat. §
339.133; California A.B. 490.

4

Section 722(g).

5

See, e.g., 14 Del. Code. Ann. §
202(c).

		 2. Make sure there is a clear education decision maker to make school
selection decisions for the child. (See Goal 2: Seamless Transitions for more
information about the court’s role in identifying an educational decision maker.)
		 3. Make sure there is an educational advocate to help the child with school
selection and school stability. (See Goal 2: Seamless Transitions for more
information about the court’s role in appointing an educational advocate.)

232 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

		 4. If your state allows the court to make the school selection decision, gather
information from all parties to help decide what is in the best interest of
the child. The child, parent, foster parent, caseworker, school staff, and lawyers
may all have useful information on appropriate schools. Some factors to consider
include:
				

• child’s ties to the current school

				

• effect of move on child’s academic performance

				

• distance of the commute

				

• personal safety of the student

				

• which school can better serve the child’s educational needs, including
special education

				

• length of stay expected in this living placement (the shorter the stay, the
more important it is to keep the child in the school of origin)6

•	Help youth get transportation to their school of origin—whether or not the
youth is eligible for McKinney-Vento benefits. Title IV-E now clearly permits
states to use maintenance dollars to support school of origin transportation.7
Under the McKinney-Vento Act, youth “awaiting foster care placement” are entitled
to transportation to their original school. Some states also set aside funds for
transportation.8 If the transportation is not funded by a school district, require the
child welfare agency to fund transportation or to work out an agreement with the
school to address transportation needs.
• If your jurisdiction allows, grant motions by parties to bring a representative
from the local school system before the court. Ask the representative questions
about the child’s school placement and the efforts that were made to keep the child
in his or her school of origin.

Resources
•	Judicial checklists on education: NCJFCJ Judicial Checklist; In School, the Right
School, Finish School; A Guide to Improving Educational Opportunities for CourtInvolved Youth.
•	Legal analysis, including information on appointing education decision
makers: Mythbusting: Breaking Down Confidentiality and Decision-Making Barriers
to Meet the Education Needs of Children in Foster Care
•	Article on school stability for youth in out-of-home care: The McKinney-Vento
Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement: Improving Educational
Outcomes through School Stability—includes state definitions of “awaiting foster care
placement.”
•	Overviews on state school stability laws: Lessons Learned and the School
Stability Legislation Chart provide overviews of state law on school stability.

6

 hese school selection factors
T
are loosely based on The National
Council on Homeless Education
checklist referenced in the
resources. For more information,
read the complete publication.

7

42 U.S.C. 675(2)(A).

8

Or. Rev. Stat. § 339.133.

building educational support for youth in foster care | Endless Dreams |

233

• Information for school selection best interest determinations: National Center for Homeless
Education’s Best Practices for Homeless Education: Guiding the Discussion on School Selection—includes
factors to help determine which school is in a child’s best interest. It focuses on homeless children but is
useful for decisions about youth in out-of-home care.
Access these documents at: www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Youth in the Child Welfare System, published by the
Legal Center for Foster Care and Education. To see the full publication, use a searchable database on foster care education laws, and
access secondary sources and training materials, visit www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
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Goal 2: School Transitions

Promote policies that
support education
stability

Judge’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Guaranteed Seamless Transitions between Schools and School
Districts When School Moves Occur
When children must move from one school to another because of changes in their living
placements, delays in obtaining records and enrolling youth often disrupt their education and
interfere with their educational success.

What you can do:
•	In court orders, clarify who holds the educational decision-making rights for
the child. The default decision maker should always be the biological or adoptive
parents, who have a constitutional right to make education-related decisions for their
children.1 However, when parents fail to act on behalf of their children (e.g., by not
responding to attempts from the school to engage them in education decisions),
youth need alternative decision makers. Use each court hearing to ensure that a
decision maker is acting on behalf of the youth.

The Blueprint for Change:
Educational Success for Children in
Out-of-Home Care provides a more
detailed guide on the benchmarks
for meeting the educational needs
of youth in care, as well as national
state and local examples of how
various jurisdictions are meeting
these needs. Use the Blueprint
as a guide to assessing your
jurisdiction’s policies. Contact the
Legal Center for support promoting
educational success for youth in
your jurisdiction.
E-mail: ccleducation@abanet.org

		For an overview of the law on special education decision makers, see the Special
Education Decision Making: Role of the Judge fact sheet at ww.abanet.org/child/
education/publications.
		For regular education decisions including school stability, use state laws to identify
and appoint a decision maker.2
		For general and special education, the decision maker should be someone who
knows and spends time with the child, understands the child’s educational needs,
and will advocate for the child.
•	Ensure that each youth has an adult supporting his or her education. The
education decision maker may be the best person to serve as a role model and
support for the child. There are times when another person may need to be identified
to engage in other educational advocacy for the child—for example, to ensure
the child is fully participating and engaged in the school experience, is receiving
appropriate services, and is on track to move to the next grade or graduate.
Question the youth and others at court hearings to determine whether someone
in the child’s life supports the child’s education and future goals on a day-to-day
basis. Foster parents, CASAs, teachers, guidance counselors, relatives, and family
friends often serve this function. If the child suggests such a person, direct the
caseworker to support the relationship (e.g., by finding out whether visitation would
be appropriate, ensuring the child has regular telephone contact, etc.). If the child has
no suggestions, instruct the caseworker to work with the child to make contact with a
mentor.
1

 ierce v. Society of Sisters of the
P
Holy Names of Jesus and Mary,
268 U.S. 510 (1925); Wisconsin v.
Yoder, 406 U.S. 205 (1972).

2

In California, for example, the
judge can limit a biological
parent’s education rights and
appoint a “responsible adult” to fill
the role. California WIC § 361.
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•	Ensure that children are quickly enrolled when they change schools. Clarify
who is enrolling the child in school and ensure that the child is enrolled promptly.
Many state laws set short time limits for enrolling new students and have liberal rules
regarding who can enroll a youth. Title IV-E now requires child welfare agencies
to ensure that a child is enrolled immediately and appropriately when he or she
changes schools.3 Under the federal McKinney-Vento Act, youth “awaiting foster care
placement” are entitled to enroll immediately in a new school even if they are missing
required records (e.g., immunization). They are also entitled to have a school liaison
help them with enrollment and other issues. Hold parties accountable for ensuring the
youth’s legal right to access education is met.
•	Ensure the child welfare agency and the new school have all necessary
education records. Judges can play a vital role by taking the following steps.
		 – Make sure the child’s case plan includes required education information.
Title IV-E requires that the child’s case plan include the child’s grade level
performance, school record, immunizations, and any other relevant education
information deemed appropriate by the state agency.4 This should include
information about a child’s IEP, standardized test scores, and grades. Ask questions
at all court hearings to ensure that the case file includes necessary information
about a child’s school records and there are not barriers to obtaining education
records. If schools have interpreted the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act
(FERPA)5 to prevent child welfare advocates from obtaining needed education
records, the court should determine the best way to overcome this barrier (i.e.,
the court could issue an order permitting the child welfare agency access to the
records, a specific exception to requiring parental consent to release to a third party
under FERPA).
		 – Make sure the child’s education records have been transferred promptly
from the old school to the new school. State law often establishes a short
deadline for transferring records. If these deadlines are not being met, ensure that
an adult, such as the caseworker, facilitates the record transfer. FERPA (discussed
above) should never be interpreted as a barrier to a former school transferring
records directly to a new school. If a caseworker or other advocate has the prior
schools’ records (perhaps via a court order, discussed above), that individual can
send records directly to the new school if necessary.
•	Facilitate proper credit transfers. Some states require schools to grant credit or
partial credit for previously completed coursework in other schools. Some also ensure
that youth who complete their work receive high school diplomas even if they change
schools frequently.6 Ask at court hearings whether the child is having trouble with
credit transfers or meeting graduation requirements. If necessary, ensure that an adult
in the child’s life is involved in advocating for proper credit transfers.
3

42 U.S.C. 675(1)(G)(ii)(II).

4

42 U.S.C. § 675(1)(C).

5

 his federal law outlines under
T
what circumstances schools can
share student education records.

6

 alifornia A.B. 490; Maine Public
C
Law Chapter 451.
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•	Ensure a child’s special education needs are being met. Under the IDEA, a child
must receive evaluations and needed services, in the least restrictive environment,
even when they change school districts. At court hearings, ask questions to
determine whether the child has an existing IEP or might need an evaluation. Ensure
an adult is advocating for the child to get appropriate services to support smooth
school changes and transition planning required under IDEA. These efforts should
begin no later than age 16. For more information, see the Question and Answer
factsheet: Special Education and Mobility.7
•	Use education liaisons in the court system. Some courts have liaisons to link
the court with the education system. This person can ensure the student’s transition
to a new school goes smoothly, and help with record transfers to the new school.
If your court has one, make sure the liaison is informed of cases in which the child
needs help. Such liaisons exist in many county courts across the country, including
California, Florida, Maryland, New York, and Arizona, to name a few. If your court
does not yet have a liaison, consider creating such a position.
• If your jurisdiction allows, grant motions by parties to bring a representative
from the local school system before the court. Ask the representative questions
about the child’s school placement and efforts to make the child’s school transition as
seamless as possible.

Resources
•	Defining “awaiting foster care placement”: To identify how “awaiting foster
care placement” is defined in your state or locality, review The McKinney-Vento Act
and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placement: Improving Educational
Outcomes through School Stability. (Available at www.abanet.org/child/education/
home.shtml)
•	New Title IV-E Provisions: New provisions in Title IV-E of the Social Security Act
support education stability and seamless transitions between schools for youth in
care. Visit the Legal Center website for additional resources.

7

 ww.abanet.org/child/
w
education/Q%20%20A%236%20
Mobility%20FINAL.pdf

building educational support for youth in foster care | Endless Dreams |

237

Promote policies that
support education
stability
The Blueprint for Change:
Educational Success for Children in
Out-of-Home Care provides a more
detailed guide on the benchmarks
for meeting the educational needs
of youth in care, as well as national
state and local examples of how
various jurisdictions are meeting
these needs. Use the Blueprint
as a guide to assessing your
jurisdiction’s policies. Contact the
Legal Center for support promoting
educational success for youth in
your jurisdiction.
E-mail: ccleducation@abanet.org

Goal 1: School Stability
Attorney’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Entitled to Remain in Their Same School When Feasible
Youth in foster care move between living placements an average of once to twice a year.
These moves often require children to change schools, resulting in academic problems,
grade retention, and increased dropout rates.1 Read the following tips to find out how you
can help. See the resources for programs, publications, and information on finding your
state’s law.

What you can do:
• A
 dvocate to keep living placements stable whenever possible. The easiest and
most effective way to keep a child’s education stable is to minimize living placement
changes.
•	When a youth must move, advocate for a living placement in the same school
district. If possible and in the child’s best interests, advocate for a living placement
in the same school district. Federal law, Title IV-E, requires child welfare agencies
to consider school proximity and appropriateness when making living placement
decisions. Don’t wait for a court hearing to ensure the agency has considered your
client’s proximity to school when placing him or her; engage with the caseworker as
soon as the possibility of a living placement change is raised.
•	Help youth remain in their original school even when they move to a home
in a different school district. Title IV-E now requires child welfare agencies to
coordinate with schools to ensure that a child remain in the school of origin when it is
in the child’s best interest to do so. The McKinney-Vento Act also provides that youth
“awaiting foster care placement” have the right to remain in their school of origin after
they move when “feasible.” Some states interpret McKinney-Vento broadly to include
nearly all youth in the foster care system; other states may have different or additional
protections. Check to see what protections your state provides.

1

 ational Working Group on Foster
N
Care and Education. Educational
Outcomes for Youth in Foster and
Out-of-Home Care. September
2007. Find this resource online at
www.abanet.org/child/education/
home.shtml

•	Advocate for youth to get transportation to their original school. Title IV-E
now clearly permits states to use maintenance dollars to support school of origin
transportation. Under the McKinney-Vento Act, when a child is eligible to remain
in his or her school of origin, the school district must provide transportation. Some
state laws also provide a right to transportation. If your state or locality should be
providing transportation, advocate to be sure it happens. Even if there is no legal right
to transportation, be proactive. Work with the agency and school district to consider
other avenues: Could the foster parents be reimbursed for providing transportation?
Is the school willing to add a new stop to the bus route, use special education or
magnet school transportation? Can the agency pay for taxis to transport your client?
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•	Consult with your client’s teachers, guidance counselors, and resource
providers before each hearing and secure their testimony if needed. Your
client’s teachers, guidance counselors, and resource providers (such as speech
therapists, occupational therapists, and liaisons) can provide valuable insights into
your client’s educational progress. These professionals can provide evidence to
support your client staying in the school of origin. If a youth cannot remain in his or
her original school, these professionals can help select the best alternate placement
and ensure a smooth transition to the new school.
•	Ensure that education stability is considered at all court hearings. At all
hearings reviewing or considering a change in living placement, advocate for your
client’s educational stability when in the child’s best interest. Remind the agency of its
responsibility to consider education stability as a factor if it has not done so.
•	Know who the education decision maker is for your client and, if there is no
such individual, ask to have one appointed. The default decision maker should
always be the biological or adoptive parents, who have a constitutional right to make
education-related decisions for their children.2 When parents fail to act on behalf of
their children, however, youth need alternate decision makers. If your client does not
have an education decision maker, advocate for one to be appointed. For regular
education decisions including school stability, use state laws to identify a potential
decision maker. See Special Education Decisionmaking: Role of the Child Attorney
fact sheet at www.abanet.org/child/education/publications for an overview of the
law on special education decision makers for youth in the special education system.
Regardless of whether your client is in regular or special education, the education
decision maker should be someone who knows and spends time with the child,
understands the child’s educational needs, and will advocate for the child.

Resources
• L
 earn about new provisions of Title IV-E of the Social Security Act that focus
on school stability. Additional resources are available at the Legal Center website.
• L
 earn about state legal entitlements by reviewing Lessons Learned and the State
School Stability Legislation Chart. Available at www.abanet.org/child/education/
home/shtml.
• Identify how “awaiting foster care placement” is defined in your state/locality
by reviewing The McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care
Placement: Improving Educational Outcomes through School Stability. Available at
www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
• D
 etermine which school is in a child’s best interests by reviewing the National
Center for Homeless Education’s checklist, available at www.serve.org/nche/
downloads/briefs/sch_sel_checklist.pdf. It is created for homeless youth but can
guide decisions for youth in care as well.
•	Review the legal analysis, including information on appointing education
decision makers, in Mythbusting: Breaking Down Confidentiality and DecisionMaking Barriers to Meet the Education Needs of Children in Foster Care. Available at
www.abanet.org/child/education/mythbusting2.pdf.

2 Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 205
(1972); Pierce v. Society of Sisters
of the Holy Names of Jesus and
Mary, 268 U.S. 510 (1925).
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This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Youth in the Child Welfare System, published by the
Legal Center for Foster Care and Education. To see the full publication, use a searchable database on foster care education laws, and
access secondary sources and training materials, visit www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
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Goal 2: School Transitions
Attorney’s Roles - Blueprint Tools
Youth Are Guaranteed Seamless Transitions between Schools and School
Districts When School Moves Occur
When youth must change schools, transferring their records and enrolling them in new
schools is often delayed. This disrupts their education and interferes with their educational
success. Delays make it harder for youth to access academic and extracurricular programs.

What you can do:
• Insist on immediate enrollment of the child. Federal law under Title IV-E of the
Social Security Act requires states to immediately and appropriately enroll youth
in care in the new school when they move. Under the McKinney-Vento Act, youth
“awaiting foster care placement” are entitled to enroll immediately in a new school
even if they are missing required records (such as immunization records). They are
also entitled to have a school liaison help them with enrollment and other issues.
To figure out whether a child is covered by this law, find out how your state defines
“awaiting foster care placement.” In some state, this law covers all or most youth
in care. Additionally, in many states, schools must enroll children within a set time
period, e.g., within five days of the request.

Promote policies that
support education
stability
The Blueprint for Change:
Educational Success for Children in
Out-of-Home Care provides a more
detailed guide on the benchmarks
for meeting the educational needs
of youth in care, as well as national
state and local examples of how
various jurisdictions are meeting
these needs. Use the Blueprint
as a guide to assessing your
jurisdiction’s policies. Contact the
Legal Center for support promoting
educational success for youth in
your jurisdiction.
E-mail: ccleducation@abanet.org

• C
 larify who can enroll the child. State law will generally spell out who can enroll
the child. In most cases, those permitted to enroll the child will include the natural
or adoptive parent, the caseworker, and/or the foster parent. Raise this issue at all
hearings requiring a school change, and follow up to be certain the child is enrolled.
• Insist that your client’s records be transferred immediately. Many states require
the prompt transfer of records between schools. Determine what your state requires,
and insist that the deadline be met. If your state does not have a timeline for record
transfer, advocate for immediate transfer. Ensure the child welfare agency is doing its
part to facilitate the record transfer, as Title IV-E now requires the child welfare agency
to ensure the child’s education records are provided to the new school.
•	Advocate for proper credit transfers. Some states require schools to grant
credit or partial credit for coursework completed in prior schools. Some also ensure
that youth who complete the work receive high school diplomas even if they have
changed schools frequently.1 Determine what your state law allows, and advocate for
proper credit transfers. Even if your state does not have such a law, be proactive in
advocating that your client receive credit for all completed work.
• E
 nsure your client’s special education needs are being met. If your client was
eligible for or receiving special education in the school of origin, request that he or she
receive appropriate services in the new school immediately upon arrival as required
by the IDEA.

1

 alifornia A.B. 490; Maine Public
C
Law Chapter 451.
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•	Consult with your client’s former and current teachers, guidance counselors,
and resource providers. Your client’s former teachers, guidance counselors, and
resource providers (such as speech therapists, occupational therapists, and liaisons)
can provide valuable insights into your client’s educational progress. They are also key
to ensuring successful records and credit transfers. To ensure that this information
reaches the new school, involve these individuals in the child’s school move.
•	Contact the foster care liaison in the school, if one exists. Some schools
have designated staff to assist with the unique needs of children in foster care.
This contact person can help ensure your client’s transition to the new school goes
smoothly and can make sure records are transferred. If your school has a liaison, be
sure he or she is aware of your client’s situation and is prepared to assist.
•	Know who the education decision maker is for your client. If there is no such
individual, ask to have one appointed. The default decision maker should always
be the biological or adoptive parents; they have a constitutional right to make
education-related decisions for their children.2 When parents fail to act on behalf of
their children, however, youth need alternate decision makers. If your client does not
have an education decision maker, advocate for one to be appointed. For regular
education decisions including record and credit transfers, use state laws to identify a
potential decision maker. See Special Education Decisionmaking: Role of the Attorney
fact sheet at www.abanet.org/child/education/publications for an overview of the
law on special education decision makers for youth in the special education system.
Regardless of whether your client is in regular or special education, the education
decision maker should be someone who knows and spends time with the child,
understands the child’s educational needs, and will advocate for the child.

Resources:
•	Learn about new provisions of Title IV-E of the Social Security Act that focus
on school stability. Additional resources are available at the Legal Center website.
•	Learn about state legal entitlements by reviewing Lessons Learned and the State
School Stability Legislation Chart. Available at www.abanet.org/child/education/
home/shtml.
• Identify how “awaiting foster care placement” is defined in your state/locality
by reviewing The McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care
Placement: Improving Educational Outcomes through School Stability. Available at
www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
•	Review the legal analysis, including information on appointing education
decision makers, in Mythbusting: Breaking Down Confidentiality and DecisionMaking Barriers to Meet the Education Needs of Children in Foster Care. Available at
www.abanet.org/child/education/mythbusting2.pdf.

2

Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 205
(1972); Pierce v. Society of Sisters
of the Holy Names of Jesus and
Mary, 268 U.S. 510 (1925).

This information is adapted from the Blueprint for Change: Educational Success for Youth in the Child Welfare
System, published by the Legal Center for Foster Care and Education. To see the full publication, use a
searchable database on foster care education laws, and access secondary sources and training materials, go
to www.abanet.org/child/education/home.shtml.
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FCF Recommendations for
Inter-Agency Actions to
Improve Educational Opportunities
for Florida’s Foster Youth

1. Educational Stability
A. Change Rules to comply with Fostering Connections Act: Youth are entitled to
have a plan for ensuring their educational stability while in foster care as part of
his or her case plan. As part of this case plan, the CBC agency must include
assurances that:
a. the placement of the child in foster care takes into account the
appropriateness of the current educational setting and the proximity to the
school in which the child is enrolled at the time of placement; and
b.
the CBC agency has coordinated with appropriate local educational
agencies to ensure that the child remains in the school in which the child is
enrolled at the time of placement.
A. Before transferring any child to a new school, assess whether the move is in the
child’s best interests and ask the school of origin whether remaining in the same
school is feasible.
B. Child Welfare: If placement into shelter care is necessary, attempt to place
children in homes close to their current school.
C. Child Welfare: If the child is moved while in care, attempt to keep the child in a
new home near the current school or seek transportation options to keep the child
in the same school.
D. Child Welfare: Examine new expansion of uses of Title IV-E funding to include
school transportation.
E. Both: Coordinate to provide transportation for children in care.
F. Both: Collaborate to recruit foster homes from the local school community,
including school parents, employees and partners.
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FCF Education Recommendations

G. Schools: Allow children to remain in the same school if at all feasible. Consult
with the local McKinney-Vento coordinator and check to see if the child has an
IEP that would dictate placement.
H. Schools: Amend the State’s McKinney-Vento Plan to expressly include children
who find themselves with no permanent home due to entry into the dependency
system.
I. Schools: Use McKinney-Vento or Title I funds to provide transportation for
children in care, or seek other resources for this important education related
service.

2.

Seamless Transition Between Schools (Regardless of School
District)

Summary of Problem
The diminished educational and emotional progress caused by changing schools is
magnified when the transfer does not happen smoothly. Sometimes there are delays in
enrollment, caused by not having or failure to transfer school or immunization records.
Other issues include lack of required school uniforms or other supplies. Unfortunately,
sometimes apathy among foster parents and caseworkers leads to delays in enrollment.
Children are also impacted when schools have different schedules or graduation
requirements which without special attention cause children to lose credits and fall
behind. School records are sometimes lost or incomplete. Compounding those problems
are jurisdictional fights over which school district is responsible for the education of the
child when the child is removed from a home in one District and placed in a home in
another District.
Data
The Broward County School District found that 12% of students in care were not enrolled
in school by the 20th day of the school year. After an extensive campaign to apprise child
welfare and school system staff of ways to resolve the problem, 98% of children were
enrolled by the 20th day of the following school year.
School policies may hinder the transfer of prior school records and prevent immediate
enrollment of youth in out-of-home care when enrollment documents are not
forthcoming. Studies in Pennsylvania, New York, and California have found that gaining
access to prior school records is a serious barrier to school access for youth in care,
resulting in significant enrollment delays. Patricia Julianelle, J.D. (November 2008.) The
McKinney-Vento Act and Children and Youth Awaiting Foster Care Placemen: Strategies
for Improving Educational Outcomes Through School Stability. Published by The
National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and Youth.
Goal 2.: If remaining in the same school is not in the best interest of the child, the
case plan must provide for immediate and appropriate enrollment in a new
2
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school and provide all of the educational records of the child to the new school
making any move a seamless transition, whether between schools or school
districts.

Actions Requested
A. Both: Share information to ensure that schools identify children in care and child
welfare officials have school records, while ensuring that children’s privacy is
protected.
B. Child Welfare: Change schools only during the end of a marking period or school
term.
C. Child Welfare: Enroll children in school immediately.
D. Child Welfare: Maintain complete school records for children in state care.
E. Schools: Enroll children in state care immediately even if they do not have all
necessary paperwork.
F. Schools: Provide guidance to ensure child graduates on time (allow child to
receive credit for completed work and to graduate even if they attended schools
with varying requirements).
G. Schools: Ensure evaluations are completed and special education services are
provided to children with disabilities.
H. Schools: Set statewide policy directing which District is responsible for paying
for the education of a child when the child is moved between Districts during a
stay in state care.
I. Both: Work together to ensure that barriers such as required school uniforms and
required school supplies are removed.

3.

School Readiness (See also goal 9)

Summary of Problem
Children in state care have higher rates of physical, developmental and mental health
problems. They often enter care with unmet needs. Many children are language delayed.
Caregivers and early learning staff may not be aware of the needs of those children or
how to obtain appropriate screenings and services. Too often, substitute caregivers are
not knowledgeable about, nor involved in school readiness activities.

3
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Data
A 2005 national study of children in state care found that 40% of toddlers and 50% of
pre-schoolers had significant behavioral and developmental needs. Yet only 21% of the

children were receiving services. National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education, Educational Outcomes for Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care (September
2007).
Goal 3: Young children enter school ready to learn.
Action Requested
A. Both: Coordinate to ensure that all children in state care have access to Early
Steps and Child Find screenings and services, with Child Welfare ensuring early
and regular screening of all young children using well baby/ child check ups.
B. Both: Coordinate efforts to educate out-of-home caregivers on the medical and
developmental needs of children in their care and train and support them on how
to be effective advocates for those children.
C. Both: Examine home based learning readiness programs such as HIPPY (Home
Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters), PAT (Parents As Teachers), and
the Build Better Readers/Just Read Florida Programs to see if those programs
could be brought to the caregivers of pre-school aged children in state care.
D. Child Welfare: Ensure that all children have medical, behavioral, mental health
and developmental screenings and assessments upon entry into care and that all
recommended treatment is provided. Require attention to language acquisition
deficits.
E. Both: Work together to ensure that DOH/ DOE programs for developmental and
behavioral screening for children birth to 3 are appropriately accessed and that
there is a seamless transition to DOE/School-based programs that begin at age 3.
F. Both: Work together with the Early Learning Coalitions on quality child care,
and with the providers of Head Start and Early Head Start to give children in state
care priority access.
G. Schools: Provide developmentally appropriate counseling and supports in early
learning programs. Train all early learning personnel to be sensitive to children’s
abuse and neglect experiences.
H. Both: Share the Sunshine State Standards or its successor and provide access to
training on the understanding and use of developmental milestone measures.

4
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4.

Full Participation in the School Experience

Summary of Problem
Children in state care are excluded from academic programs, extracurricular activities
and school events. Even if the exclusion is not blatant, the conditions for participation
make it difficult if not impossible for youth in care to join in. Likewise, many group
homes have rules and practices that preclude youth from participating in activities and
events. These opportunities are critical not only for the child’s social and academic
development, but are necessary for admission to certain post-secondary schools.

Data
One study found that 39% of children in care had low levels of engagement in school, as
measured by the child’s attitude towards school work and doing well in school. Twentyeight percent were not involved in any activities outside of school, such as sports, clubs,
or lessons. Ehrle, J. & Kortenkamp, K., (Jan. 2002). The Well-Being of Children
Involved With the Child Welfare System: A National Overview. Series B. No. B-43 New
Federalism: Nat. Survey of America’s Families.
DCF’s 2007 Independent Living Survey found that only 60% of youth who failed the
FCAT were provided with remedial services.
Goal 4: Youth have the opportunity and support to fully participate in all aspects
of the school experience.
Action Requested
A. Child Welfare: Expressly authorize foster parent or caseworker to provide
permission for children to participate in school clubs, after-school
activities, sports and social events for all ages and utilize “Normalcy
Plans” for older youth. Explain in the authorization the connection
between participation and educational progress and the link between
school stability/progress and child welfare goals of placement stability and
permanency.

5
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B. Child Welfare: Identify and refer children to tutoring, remedial and
enrichment programs in the community.
C. Child Welfare: Require all caregivers (including group homes and
shelters) to establish a means for children to participate in school related
events and activities, including providing transportation.
D. Child Welfare: Establish some requirement for school involvement for
persons acting as parents to the children.
E. Schools: Allow and encourage children in state care to participate in
school clubs, after school activities, sports, and social events. Ask Booster
clubs and PTSAs to set aside funds to underwrite the costs of participation
for children in state care.
F. Schools: Provide children in care with tutoring, remedial and enrichment
programs.
G. Schools: Reach out to substitute care parents to encourage participation in
established parental involvement programs.

5.

Support to Prevent Drop Out, Truancy & Disciplinary Actions
(see also Goal 10)

Summary of Problem
Children in state care have higher rates of truancy, discipline problems and school
dropout that negatively impact their learning experience and ability to make successful
transitions, whether to permanency or to adulthood.
Data
The 2007 DCF Independent Living Survey found that 33% of the 20 year-olds surveyed
had a “highest completed grade” of 11th grade or lower. The 2005 OPPAGA report
found that youth in care were twice as likely to have school disciplinary problems and
were three times more likely to be involved in drop out prevention programs for youth
who are parents, in the delinquency system or otherwise at-risk.
Goal 5: Youth have supports to prevent school dropout, truancy, and disciplinary
actions.
Action Requested
A. Child Welfare: Develop or identify community programs to encourage positive
behaviors and engage youth in school.

6
248 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

FCF Education Recommendations

B. Child Welfare: Monitor educational progress and contact school at the earliest
sign of trouble.
C. Child Welfare: Ensure that youth have an adult to advocate for them at school,
especially in disciplinary proceedings.
D. Child Welfare: Minimize absences for court appearances and medical
appointments. Always write school an excuse letter when such absences must
occur.
E. Child Welfare: Add training for caseworkers and caregivers in drop out
prevention strategies.
F. Both: Develop and implement protocols for rapid notice by schools to child
welfare when a child is evidencing at-risk behaviors in school, truancy, lack of
school progress.
G. Schools: Attempt other forms of intervention before expulsion or referring
children in care to the delinquency system or alternative schools.
H. Schools: Train school counselors and other staff in the specific needs of children
who have experienced abuse and neglect.
I. Schools: Ensure that youth with disabilities have behavioral intervention plans
and receive procedural protections so they are not punished for behaviors that are
a symptom of their disabilities.
J. Schools: Define missing school or class for documented child welfare purposes
as an excused absence and prohibit loss of credit or other negative impact for
unavoidable absences.

6.

Youth are Involved, Engaged and Empowered

Summary of Problem
Youth in state care are often disconnected from the systems that serve them. Youth
experience better outcomes when they are involved in the decisions that affect their lives.
Yet, youth in state care change schools frequently and are not given the positive guidance
and assistance to see that a good education can result in a better future. They need to
have the vision of their future and assistance in the concrete steps that they can take to
make it a reality. Moreover, many youth in state care with special educational needs will
transition to adulthood without the on-going support of a permanent family – therefore
their need to be empowered to advocate for themselves is even more critical.

7
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Data
Youth who participate in their IEPs and education planning experience better outcomes
than their non-participating counterparts. See studies collected at, Implementation of
Self-Determination Activities and Student Participation in IEPs Journal article by
Christine Mason, Sharon Field, Shlomo Sawilowsky; Exceptional Children, Vol. 70,
2004. These studies show that, “ Youth who are involved in their IEP development or
related educational goal setting and planning are more likely to (a) achieve their goals,
(b) improve their academic skills, c) develop important self-advocacy and
communication skills, (d) graduate from high school, and (e) gain better employment and
quality of life as adults.” Id. (internal citations omitted)
DCF’s 2007 Independent Living Survey showed that 61% of youth in care between the
ages of 13 and 17 did not have a written educational and career path plan.

Goal 6: Youth are involved and engaged in all aspects of their education and
educational planning and are empowered to be advocates for their education
needs and pursuits.
Action Requested
A. Both: Work together to train youth on their education rights and on selfadvocacy.
B. Both: Work together to ensure school involvement in child welfare education
planning process. Help youth obtain educational mentors who will help them
strive to complete school and continue to post-secondary education.
C. Both: Train all personnel who work directly with youth on how to engage youth
in education planning.
D. Child Welfare: Ensure that youth are consulted about their educational
preferences and needs – including about whether they should change schools
when their residence changes.
E. Child Welfare: Ensure that youth are involved in the creation of their
“educational and career path plan.”
F. Schools: Ensure that youth are involved in their IEPs and in their school-based
transition plans. Coordinate transition plans with Child Welfare.

8
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7.

Consistent Adult Support & Educational Decision Maker

Summary of Problem
Children in care may not have a consistent adult to advocate for educational services and
support educational goals the way a parent typically would. For children with (or
suspected of having) disabilities, the need for an education decision maker is even more
acute because federal law specifies that only certain individuals can act as a “parent” to
make special education decisions and provides for the appointment of a surrogate parent
when necessary. Not having a legally authorized education decision maker can hold up
evaluations and appropriate special education services. In addition, confusion results
when the custodian or caseworker can sign consents for school activities, but may not
hold parent status for purposes of IDEA.
Data
One study found that the education and transition plans of youth with disabilities in care
were lower quality than their peers, and youth in foster care were less likely to have an
advocate (family member, foster parent or educational surrogate) present at their
education planning meetings. National Working Group on Foster Care and Education,
Educational Outcomes for Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care (September 2007)
Goal 7: Youth have an adult who is invested in his or her education during and
after his or her time in Out-Of-Home Care including a Surrogate Parent where
appropriate.
Action Requested
A. Child Welfare: Ensure that case workers, foster parents and/or education liaisons
reinforce the value of education and advocate at school for children in care
B. Child Welfare: At shelter, disposition and judicial reviews, determine who is the
legally authorized decision maker for children with or suspected of having a
disability. If there is no educational decision maker, ask the Court to designate
someone or appoint a surrogate parent.
C. Schools: Appoint surrogate parents for all eligible children. Review current TAP
to ensure it is consistent with existing law. Courts may now appoint surrogate
parents.
D. Schools: Recruit and train qualified surrogate parents. If the school is seeking to
use a foster parent as an educational decision maker, ensure that the foster parent
has knowledge of the child and more than a fleeting interest in the child’s
education. Develop an updated technical assistance paper consistent with the law

9
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and best practices to provide guidance to local schools to avoid short term shelter
and foster parents, group home staff and other inappropriate persons from making
education decisions for the child.
E. Schools: Ensure that training for surrogates is offered to caregivers, GALs, and
others who may act as parent, whether appointed by schools or Courts.
F. Schools: Review the surrogate parent training material used by schools such as
Broward and Palm Beach and incorporate best material for distribution to others,
especially the material on the effects of abuse and neglect on accessing and
benefitting from the educational environment. (FDLRS prepared)

8.

Post-Secondary Education & Employment

Summary of Problem
Youth in state care want post-secondary education, but they are far less likely than their
peers to achieve it. They need support and opportunities to overcome the numerous
barriers that impede progress toward completion. This may be as simple as not having
the requisite documents to enroll in school, or as complicated as not having a place to live
when campus housing is closed for vacation. Moreover, youth who succeed in postsecondary education often attribute their success to adults who took the time to encourage
them to keep going – they must have mentors, cheerleaders or coaches to help them
envision their own potential.
Youth are also ill-prepared for work and likewise need assistance with barriers to
meaningful employment. Group home rules, and rapidly changing placements, make it
difficult for youth to obtain employment and gain real-world work experience. Without
good mentoring, they may find it difficult to adapt to workplace norms.
Data
DCF’s Independent Living survey showed that
55% of 17 year olds are below grade level
58% of 17 year olds failed the FCAT
One regional study showed that 80% of youth in out-of-home care hoped and expected to
graduate from college. Courtney, M.E., Terao, S. & Bost, N. (2004). Midwest evaluation of
the adult functioning of former foster youth: Conditions of youth preparing to leave state care.
Chicago, IL: Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago. Yet National
data shows that only 9% of former foster youth complete college in comparison with 24%
of the general population. National Working Group on Foster Care and Education,
Educational Outcomes for Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care (September 2007)
A 1997 national study showed that teens in foster care were enrolled in college
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preparatory classes at half the rate (15% to 32%) of students not in foster care. Blome, W.
(1997). What happens to foster kids: Educational experiences of a random sample of foster
care youth and a matched group of foster care youth. Child and Adolescent Social Work
Journal, 14(1), 41-53.
DCF’s 2007 Independent Living Survey found that more than half the under age 18 have
not been provided the opportunity for job training activities. Only 30% of 15 year olds,
39% of 16 year olds and 45% of 17 year olds had such opportunities. For those youth
(ages 16-23) who were working for an hourly wage at the time of the study, the median
wage was $7.00 an hour
Goal 8: Youth have supports to enter into, and complete, postsecondary
education.
Action Requested
A. Both: Create uniform documentation for residency and tuition exemption
purposes so that the Child Welfare System can ensure that all youth exit care with
the required documents to enroll in post-secondary institutions.
B. Both: Coordinate school based and child welfare transition plans for each youth.
C. Both: Enter into inter-agency agreement with AWI, Vocational Rehabilitation,
APD and the Division of Blind Services to:
• create a means for all youth in state care to obtain skills and career
inventories/assessments to assist in their career planning
• use information to help develop employment opportunities for youth
• Share information on tax credits and other programs available to
encourage employers to hire former foster youth.
D. Both: Issue a yearly report on education and employment progress of children
and youth in care to include items identified that could be improved.
E. Both: Collaborate on employment programs such as Operation Full Employment.
F. Both:
Examine as promising practice, designation of specific guidance
counselors to serve only children in state care.
G. Schools: provide access to college, career and guidance counselors who are
understand the unique needs of students in state care vis a vis enrollment in postsecondary education.
H. Schools: provide access to housing for youth during vacations and other times
when school housing is unavailable.

11
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9.

Children with Disabilities are Identified Early & Served
Appropriately

Summary of Problem
A large number of children in the child welfare system have undiagnosed disabilities.
Although more youth are receiving comprehensive assessments upon entry into licensed
care than in past years, not all children who are removed from their families receive
assessments. Nor do all assessed children receive the services recommended.
Moreover, many youth who have been in care for years have slipped through the cracks
and have not been diagnosed or treated for disabilities.
DCF does not currently track data on disabilities at a level of specificity that that
facilitates identification of trends and problems.
In the school setting, numerous factors contribute to the under-identification of children
with educational disabilities. These children may not have educational advocates to take
the place of parents in requesting evaluation. Children may change schools so rapidly that
teachers don’t have enough time to identify concerns, let alone obtain assessments.
Trauma related behaviors might mask educational disabilities.
Data
In response to a public records request, DCF generated data in June 2008 that showed
that only 7% of youth in care under age 18 had a documented disability. In contrast,
DOE data from February 2008 shows that 14% of the school aged population had a
documented disability.
Florida Dept. of Education, Education Information &
Accountability Services, Statistical Brief, Series 2008-21B (February 2008). National
data shows that children in state care have disabilities at a greater rate than the general
population – perhaps as high as 28% or more. The Well-being of Children Involved in the
Child Welfare System: A National Overview, Katherine Kortenkamp and Jennifer Ehrle,
The Urban Institute, January 2002.
http://www.urban.org/uploadedpdf/310413_anf_b43.pdf
Goal 9: Youth who have, or are suspected of having, a disability that interferes
with their learning receive prompt and appropriate assessments, Individualized
Education Plans, accommodations, supports and related services consistent with
IDEA, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and applicable state law.
Action Requested
A. Both: Identify screening and assessment resources for children in care who do
not automatically receiving comprehensive assessments.
12
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B. Both: Share results of assessments to ensure that each system is working with all
available information about children.
C. Both: Undertake to review status of all children who are academically one or
more grade levels behind their peers to ascertain whether they have been currently
and appropriately assessed for educational disabilities.
D. Schools: Give children in state care priority in scheduling assessments and
evaluations. Ensure that youth are assessed even if school placement changes
within District. When youth are moved out of District ensure that the new
District is aware of the need for assessment.

10.

Trauma-Sensitive School Environments: Stem the School to Jail
Pipeline

Summary of Problem
Most youth who enter state care have experienced some form of trauma that will have
long lasting effects on their physical, developmental and mental health. School personnel
who are not aware of the child’s background may not understand reactive behaviors and
refer youth to law enforcement for criminal prosecution. Such conduct has the
consequence placing children who are the victims of abuse and neglect into school to jail
pipeline.
Data
“Trauma may lead to psychiatric conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder,
depressive disorder, and anxiety disorders. Traumatic experiences in childhood can also
have profound effects on developmental progression, relationships with peers and family
members, academic achievement and motivation for learning, memory, and full
participation in society.” Helping Children in the Child Welfare System Heal from
Trauma: A Systems Integration Approach National Child Traumatic Stress Network
NCTSN.org.
After conducting its study, the National Child Traumatic Stress Network notes that the
ways in which systems share information about a child’s trauma history and treatment
can have a direct impact on the quality of care given to the child and on the child’s wellbeing.
Goal 10: Youth are educated in a trauma-sensitive environment that recognizes
the root cause of inappropriate behaviors and provides appropriate behavioral
supports that create a safe environment conducive to learning rather than
punishing children for acting in response to their anger and hurt.
Action Requested
13
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A. Both: Devise strategies to enhance communications between schools, foster care
providers, child welfare, and mental health systems to share information about a
child’s experience and trauma reactivity, while still being sensitive to
confidentiality issues.
B. Both: Retrieve the data and study the incidents of school dropout, truancy, and
disciplinary actions occurring for children in DCF custody. Examine whether the
cause of inappropriate behaviors is trauma related and develop proposed solutions
to the over representation of children in state care who are dropping out, truant, or
subjected to disciplinary actions.
C. Child Welfare: compile complete information on each child’s trauma history so
that staff can see the impact of trauma on a child’s development, skills, and
competencies.
D. Child Welfare: Integrate into child assessment and interview protocols the
completion of a child trauma profile instrument so that workers have a complete
understanding of the child’s trauma history.
E. Schools: Educate teachers about the incidence, prevalence, and impact of child
trauma and how to work effectively with children who have trauma histories.
F. Schools: Educate teachers and staff so that they can recognize traumatic reactions,
reminders, and triggers and identify when a child may be having a traumatic
reaction as opposed to behavioral problems for other reasons. Include training on
some of the more subtle or invisible symptoms seen with children who become
depressed or withdrawn following a trauma.

11. All Children Attend & Complete School
Summary of Problem
The child welfare system has traditionally focused on the physical well-being of children.
All too often, while children are in safe places during the school day, they are not in
school. Emphasis must be placed on the importance of continuous education of children
in care. Caregivers must be trained, and if necessary incentivized or penalized, to ensure
that they understand and support efforts to ensure that children attend school. Extra
efforts are needed to ensure that teens remain in school.
Data
“Youth who have not graduated from high school are 3 times more likely to be
unemployed, under employed or working for low wages.” Spotlight on Florida’s Youth
At Risk, Report to the Eckerd Family Foundation (2007) citing Sum, et. al, 2003,

14
256 | Endless Dreams | building educational support for youth in foster care

FCF Education Recommendations

Confronting the Youth Demographic Challenge: The Labor Prospects of Out-of-School
Young Adults, The Sar Levitan Center, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD.
DCF’s own test analysis of youth who aged out of care in 2007 showed that 40% had
dropped out of school in contrast to 16% of all children. Only 26% of youth aging out of
care that year received a standard high school diploma compared to 47% of all children
that year.
In DCF’s Independent Living Survey, 130 youth between the ages of 13 and 17 with a
written education plan had a goal that included no further education. This was an
alternate answer to high school diploma, GED, college and vocational options.
Goal 11: Florida must support the well-being of children by ensuring that every
school–age child in foster care, and every school–age child receiving an adoption
assistance or subsidized guardianship payment, is a full-time elementary or
secondary school student or has completed secondary school.
Action Requested
A. Both: Create incentives directed to youth to encourage school attendance and
completion and make the incentives known to the youth.
B. Child Welfare: Train all staff and caregivers on the importance of school
attendance and completion.
C. Schools: Examine current drop out prevention programs to determine whether
they are applicable to youth in state care. If not revise or create new programs
that meet unique needs of youth in care.

Strategies to Achieve Implementation
DOE Issuance of Technical Assistance Papers
Enhance Efforts to Share Information at Multiple Levels
Report on Implementation of InterAgency Agreements
Ascertain Opportunities to Target Issues Where DCF is Out of Compliance with
Child Welfare Law
Use of only evidence based programs and use data to drive decisions.

This article was used with the expressed permission from Florida’s Children First, Inc
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Session 10: Evaluation and Feedback
Collaboration and coordination to create systemS change
Date ____________
Please take a few minutes to complete the following evaluation form.

A. Rate the following on a scale of 5 – 1:
Excellent . . . . . . . . Poor
1. The goals of the session were achieved.			

5

4

3

2

1

2. Activities/presentations were effective in 			
reaching the outcomes.

5

4

3

2

1

3. This session was a valuable professional 			
development experience.

5

4

3

2

1

4. Networking with colleagues is valuable to me.		

5

4

3

2

1

5. I am interested in learning additional information		
about students in foster or out-of-home care.

5

4

3

2

1

B. Respond to the following:
I came expecting . . .

I got . . .

I want next . . .

I value . . .

I suggest the following
for future work:

My description of this session
to a colleague would be . . .
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Note: The following is a sample exercise that can be used for introducing participants to one another.

Name These Alumni of Foster Care!
Partially raised in orphanages and foster homes, this businessman graduated last in his high school class, was
expelled (for pillow fighting and talking in chapel) from a Catholic seminary, and attended college six times as a
freshman!
On Christmas Eve of 1941, when the boy was only 4 years old, his father died. His mother, earning only $27.50
per week and having trouble controlling her energetic and restless son, put him and his younger brother into the
first of a series of foster homes. She hoped to take them back after she graduated from nursing school and found
a good job.
When the boy was 6, he and his brother were sent to St. Joseph’s Home for Boys. One of the nuns became a
surrogate mother to the boy.
When their biological mother completed nursing school and found a job, the two boys returned to live with
her. The older boy was in the sixth grade when he returned home and first displayed his entrepreneurial flair
by growing vegetables in his backyard and selling them door to door; he also peddled fish he caught in Lake
Michigan and sold newspapers on street corners.
Unfortunately, the boy and his mother argued constantly, and he was sent to live on a farm. After a try at a
seminary and a stint in the Marine Corps, the young man and his brother, Jim, bought a pizza shop in 1960;
Jim traded his share to his brother for a VW Beetle in 1961. In 1967, the first franchise was sold; when this
entrepreneur retired in the late 1990s, there were 6,000 stores worldwide. Now this successful man focuses on
religious and philanthropic work.
Who is this entrepreneur? Tom Monaghan, the founder of Domino’s Pizza

This 7-foot-4-inch NFL quarterback credits much of his success to his foster mother, Emma Culpepper, who
raised him as the last of her 15 foster children. He was born in prison on January 28, 1977, to a teenage mother
who was serving time for armed robbery. After her release, she reclaimed her young son, who was then about
5 years old. The boy pleaded and soon was permitted to return to his beloved foster mom. “She loved me that
much to take me back to Emma,” he has said.
He is now the celebrity spokesperson for the African American Adoption Agency in St. Paul, Minnesota. He is
personally committed to finding permanent homes for foster children of color and has worked to dispel pervasive
misconceptions about adopting African American boys by speaking openly about his experience as a foster and
an adopted child.
Who is this first-round draft pick of the Minnesota Vikings? Daunte Culpepper
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This singer-actor was born on May 20, 1946, in El Centro, California. Her mother divorced her father while
pregnant with their only child. When her daughter was 2 years old, her mother, Georgia, became ill, and her
daughter spent time in an orphanage.
When the daughter was able to return home, she usually stayed with one of her grandmothers while her mother
was at work. Her grandparents were very influential in her life, providing love and care.
When she approached her teen years, she had vague daydreams of moving to Los Angeles and making a name
for herself. Besides, she was having a difficult time in school. She has said: “When I was young, I went to a million
different schools. I kept falling further and further behind in my schoolwork because of it. My spelling was terrible;
I couldn’t read quickly enough to get all my homework done, and for me, math was like trying to understand
Sanskrit. It was embarrassing for me not to be able to do the schoolwork that everyone else was doing. Was I
stupid? I didn’t think I was. But all the signs pointed in that direction.”
Not stupid at all. She went on to be one of the most popular singers in the history of rock and a respected actor,
winning an Academy Award in 1987 for her role in Moonstruck.
Who is this superstar, disco diva, fashion icon, and actor? Cher (Cherilyn Sarkisian LaPiere)

Born Karola Ruth Siegel in Frankfurt, Germany, on June 4, 1928, she was the only child of an orthodox Jewish
family at the time of the rise of Hitler. When she was 10 years old, her father was taken into custody and sent to
prison camp. Soon afterward, her mother, fearing for her daughter’s safety, sent her out of Germany. The move
was supposed to be temporary, until the “trouble” in Nazi Germany blew over. She writes:
When I was 10 years old, my mother and grandmother put me on a train in Frankfurt bound for a
school in Switzerland. Because of the Holocaust, that school became an orphanage for all of us sent
there from Germany and I never saw my parents or grandparents again.
She pursued her education at the Sorbonne in Paris. There, she taught kindergarten to support herself. In 1956,
she immigrated to the United States, where she obtained a Master’s in sociology and a doctorate of education in
family studies. She worked for Planned Parenthood for a time, which led her to study and teach human sexuality.
In September 1980, she began her psychology-based radio program “Sexually Speaking,” which was an
immediate success. She has gone on to share her expertise through television, books, newspaper columns, and
other media.
Today, she is popular not only for her frank discussions about sexual literacy but also for her dynamic and
outspoken personality tempered with a good nature and great sense of humor.
Who is this famous therapist? Dr. Ruth (Ruth Westheimer)
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Disseminate Information on Improving Educational Outcomes for
Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care
The following materials can be downloaded and distributed to persons interested in the educational success
of youth in foster and out-of-home care. This material can also be included in community and professional
newsletters. When including the material in other publications, please reference the Legal Center for Foster Care
and Education at www.abanet.org/child/education

National Working Group on Foster Care and Education
To ensure successful educational outcomes for children and youth in foster care across the country, a number of
organizations have joined together as the National Working Group on Foster Care and Education. To download
the brochure, which describes the tools and resources for improving the educational success of children and
youth in foster care, go to www.abanet.org/child/education (Featured Resources).

Fact Sheet: Educational Outcomes of Children and Youth in Foster and Out-of-Home Care
Data Sheet
Unfortunately, the educational outcomes for children and youth in foster care are dismal. As this current research
summary reveals, young people in foster care are in educational crisis. Although data are limited, particularly
national data, research makes it clear that serious issues must be addressed to ensure the educational success
of children and youth in foster care. Download the latest data sheet at www.casey.org or www.abanet.org/child/
education (Featured Resources).

Question & Answer Fact Sheets about Important Issues Related to Education Needs for
Children in Out-of-Home Care
• Blueprint for Change
• Credit Transfer and School Completion
• Head Start and Early Head Start
• Surrogate Parent Programs
• Awaiting Foster Care Placement and McKinney-Vento
• Mobility and Special Education
• Child and Family Service Reviews and the Well-Being Education Outcome
• No Child Left Behind and Children in Out-of-Home Care
• Collecting Data to Improve Outcomes for Children in Out-of-Home Care
• Education Provisions for Fostering Connections
• Tuition Waivers for Postsecondary Education
Download the fact sheets from www.abanet.org/child/education.
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Improving Higher Education Outcomes for Young Adults from
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