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Executive Summary

In California, the approximately 47,000 students in foster care (in 2018-19, around 0.7% of

the student population) face complex challenges arising from the instability of their living
arrangements and an increased likelihood of trauma from maltreatment and removal from the
home. The reasons for entry into foster care are multiple, complex, and often intertwined with the
social and environmental challenges associated with poverty.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated the social and environmental challenges facing
students. Because many schools, child welfare agencies, courts, and other businesses and agencies
closed for much of the 2019-20 and 2020-21 school years, students in foster care experienced
reduced access to in-person education and supports. As the state and schools work to recover from
the pandemic, sustained attention will be necessary to ensure these students have access to the
services they need to succeed.

Using pre-COVID-19 statewide education data and interviews with foster youth services
coordinators at county offices of education, this report examines the school conditions and
education outcomes for students in foster care; the organizational, logistical, and data challenges
to providing coordinated support; and promising practices for future supports. Our analysis of
education data for 2018-19 found:

o Students in foster care were more likely to move schools within the school year than other
students (34% vs. 5%), and many moved multiple times.

e Nearly half of all students in foster care were enrolled in the highest-poverty schools,
those in which more than 80% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals.
Furthermore, students in foster care were more likely than their peers to be enrolled in the
lowest-performing schools, those targeted for Comprehensive Support and Improvement
pursuant to the federal Every Student Succeeds Act.

e Nearly 28% of students in foster care were chronically absent (missing 10% of school days
or more), as compared to an average of 12% for students not in foster care.

e Students in foster care were more than 4 times as likely to be suspended than their non-
foster counterparts (15% vs. 3.4%). Suspension rates were especially high among African
American students in foster care (22%).

e Just 24% of students in foster care met or exceeded standards in English language arts on
the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress in 2018-19 as compared
to 51% for other students. For mathematics, the percentage of students in foster care
meeting or exceeding standards was even lower—15% (compared to 40% for other
students). Students in foster care who were highly mobile, in multiple high-need groups
(e.g., English learners in foster care), or attending high-poverty schools had even lower
achievement rates.

« Students in foster care graduated at lower rates (56%) than youth not in foster care (85%).
Among graduates and other high school completers, students in foster care were less likely
than their peers to attend college (48% vs. 64%).
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Addressing the education needs of students in foster care requires the effective coordination and
collaboration of agencies and organizations at multiple levels. Analysis of interviews and focus
groups with county coordinators identified organizational, logistical, and data challenges to this
coordination and support. Among these challenges are the following:

e Data systems are often insufficient to support individual student case management and

collaboration between schools and districts and child welfare agencies. Current systems are
also inadequate for evaluating program impact by analyzing trends in aggregated data. For
example, integrated data from the Child Welfare Services/Case Management System (CWS/
CMS), the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS), and district
student information systems (SIS) are not readily available in many counties or for all
students in foster care.

The Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) raises the visibility of students in foster care
but does not necessarily provide additional resources to meet their needs. Further, because
students in foster care are small in number and their needs may span multiple systems,
districts may struggle to address their individualized needs.

Lack of transportation options is a barrier to school stability for students in foster care.
Students in foster care have a right to stay in their schools of origin, and the data show that
they have better school outcomes when they are able to do so. However, when students are
placed in resource homes (i.e., out-of-home foster care placements) outside the attendance
area of their schools of origin, the time and costs of transportation can make continued
attendance at those schools challenging.

Capacity constraints in the child welfare system, such as high caseloads among social
workers and lack of placement options, especially for students with the greatest needs, can
make it challenging to prioritize education in placement decisions, can limit available time
for best interest determinations, and can contribute to students changing schools.

Despite these challenges, coordinators identified the following research-aligned programs and
processes (i.e., promising practices) that can inform future supports:

vi

e Developing one-stop resource centers can help provide a ready web of supports.

Co-locating education and child welfare staff (i.e., sharing office space) can also
strengthen interagency coordination and communication, which can, in turn, improve
individual student case management.

Enacting school-level practices that promote trusting relationships with students in foster
care can be a promising way to improve their educational opportunities. Some districts
prioritized strong school-student relationships and employed school-based liaisons trained
to support students in foster care. Liaisons get to know students deeply through frequent
interactions, can assist with credit recovery, and can ensure that students in foster care
understand their rights.

Providing students in foster care with targeted social, emotional, and academic services as
part of a tiered system of support can help address the range of challenges they face.
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These findings point to the need for systems and practices that provide students with access to a ready
web of supports so that students in foster care can receive help as soon as they need it. We suggest the
following policy recommendations to better serve the educational needs of students in foster care:

1. Implement organizational structures that support cross-system collaboration.

Collaborative interagency structures grounded in shared objectives and responsibility for students
and families are needed to ensure that students in foster care receive supports quickly and efficiently.

e Create or empower cross-agency structures to improve collaboration and delivery
of services. A formalized cross-agency team, such as a children’s cabinet, could improve
state-level coordination and alignment. Such a body could be empowered to support the
development of policies that remove barriers to interagency collaboration and break down
silos from different categorical funding and service streams; it could also establish shared
goals for California’s children and families and support effective implementation of existing
laws and protections for students in foster care.

¢ Support strong implementation of community schools. One model for delivering multi-
tiered, integrated supports is through community schools, which are both a place and a set
of partnerships between the education system, the nonprofit sector, and local government
agencies. Access to supports offered by community schools—such as interdisciplinary teams
that coordinate outreach to families, counseling and mental health services, high-quality
tutoring, and transportation—can be critical to students in foster care due to their often
wide-ranging needs.

California’s multi-year $4.1 billion Community Schools Partnership Program will transform

all high-poverty schools, where most students in foster care are concentrated, into community
schools. The program will also fund several technical assistance centers to support community
school implementation. It is important that this technical assistance develop an infrastructure
to identify and disseminate best practices among grantees and build on lessons learned from
existing initiatives, including the Foster Youth Services Coordinating Program.

e Support the development of local interagency transportation agreements to
decrease school mobility arising from changes in foster care placements. State
technical assistance through the interagency System of Care Team, such as transportation
memorandum of understanding templates and best practices for implementing them, could
support the development of local transportation agreements to facilitate school stability.
Another function of state technical assistance could be identifying barriers that might
require additional state action, including the cost of transportation.

2. Explore revising the LCFF to provide additional funding for students in multiple high-
need groups.

The state could explore revising the LCFF to provide additional funding in a way that better
accounts for students in multiple high-need groups—students from low-income families, students
in foster care, students experiencing homelessness, and English learners—by examining evidence-
based weighting for different needs. Such a reform could more equitably fund districts to support
the range of needs students face, benefiting all students needing access to a web of supports.
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4.

viii

Identify and implement strategies to improve student case management.

Disseminating best practices from existing efforts to connect a fragmented data ecosystem—
namely, CWS/CMS, CALPADS, and district SIS—and increasing opportunities for interagency
collaboration are critical steps that the state and counties can pursue to operationalize a web of
supports and improve outcomes for students in foster care.

« Establish a state grant program to support the development and statewide
dissemination of best practices for data-informed, collaborative case management.
Effective local data systems are critical both for individual student case management and for
understanding trends in student achievement, stability, and access to services and supports.
Existing case management systems can connect otherwise fragmented data, but these
systems are often not used by both education and child welfare staff. And when they are
used, incomplete or missing data can hamper their usefulness. The state could help cultivate
the development, implementation, and dissemination of best practices for data-informed,
collaborative case management for students in foster care by establishing a program similar to
California’s Homeless Innovative Programs Grant, which is intended to identify and scale up
innovative practices for supporting students experiencing homelessness.

e Co-locate education and child welfare office staff. Counties could consider co-locating
education liaisons in child welfare offices, which can facilitate rapid communication of
changes in a student’s foster care placement as well as urgent education, health, and mental
health needs. This strategy can help provide educationally relevant information to ensure
educational needs are considered in decisions about foster care placements.

Implement school designs and practices that allow for prompt identification and stronger
support of student needs.

To support ongoing recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, district and school leaders can use
resources, such as the $13.5 billion for California districts in the American Rescue Plan Act, to
implement school and district practices that allow for prompt identification and support of student
needs. Creating relationship-centered, trauma-informed schools grounded in the science of learning
and development will be important for improving outcomes for students in foster care.

¢ Implement relationship-centered school practices as part of a tiered intervention
system. Districts could organize schools to focus on relationship-centered practices that
ensure each student is connected to caring adults who can identify and secure supports
when they are needed. Relationship-centered schools involve strategies such as advisories,
“looping,” and team scheduling that increases time for teacher collaboration. When
implemented as part of the foundational tier in a multi-tiered system of support, these
practices can support students in foster care by buffering the stresses of school and home
instability and by connecting them to personalized supports and interventions.

» Increase access to professional development that equips school staff to address the needs
of students in foster care. School staff need access to professional development that equips them
to respond to the academic, social, emotional, and behavioral needs of students in foster care.
Training could help staff understand the educational rights of students in foster care and focus
on strategies grounded in the science of learning and development, including trauma-informed
practices, restorative practices, and social and emotional learning. To support this, districts can
leverage the $1.5 billion in funding provided through the Educator Effectiveness Block Grant.
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Introduction

The foster care system in California is a key part of the state’s system for protecting vulnerable
children from harm. The goal of the foster care system is to ensure children’s safety, protect
children from maltreatment and neglect, place children in family-like settings, and provide families
support so children can safely return home whenever possible.

While California’s foster care system is administered at the county level by child welfare

agencies, county education agencies, districts, and school officials play a role in responding to the
educational needs of students living in foster care. This report examines the needs, characteristics,
and outcomes of California students living in foster care and the challenges and promising practices
of educators working to support them. First, however, we discuss the educational challenges facing
students in foster care, the role of educators in the foster care system, and the key policies that
frame the support for this student group.

Educational Challenges Faced by Students Living in Foster Care

Children in foster care face complex challenges to their learning arising from the instability of their
living arrangements coupled with the increased likelihood of having experienced trauma. Numerous
studies find that students in foster care typically achieve at considerably lower rates than their
non-foster counterparts and are less likely to graduate from high school and less likely to attend
college.! Further, children aging out of foster care, especially those without a high school diploma or
GED credential, are at increased risk of social and economic instability and homelessness.?

School mobility disrupts learning

Although students in foster care have a right to remain in their schools of origin (see “Best Interest
Determination” on p. 2), removal from the family home or changes in foster care placement can
often result in students changing schools or even districts.? Children are then faced with the double
burden of adjusting to a new school and a new home situation.* Research finds that unstable foster
care placement can lead to students changing schools multiple times.®

Changing schools interrupts students’ learning progression. On top of navigating new transportation
arrangements and a new campus, school changes mean adjusting to new curricula and teachers.
Students may find that they have missed some topics or material already covered at their new school,
may encounter significant differences in teaching styles and teacher expectations, and may be less

able to take advantage of resources at the new school.® Missing, incomplete, or delayed transfer of
transcripts, assessments, and attendance information—especially when students change schools
midsemester—can result in lost academic credits and challenge the receiving school’s ability to serve
transferring students.” Timely records transfer is especially important for those with an Individualized
Education Plan, as reassessment in the new school or adoption of the existing plan may take some time.

Changing schools midyear can also disrupt supportive social relationships. Moving school and
home at the same time can involve cutting ties with peer and friend communities, including
extracurricular activities or sports. These losses reduce students’ sense of belonging, which can
lead to disengagement from school.® Students in foster care who change schools may have a fear
of stigmatization in their new school and may experience feelings of isolation.’ Moreover, home
instability and the associated emotional burden can make prioritizing school difficult.!®
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Previous research finds that students who change schools, especially those who do so multiple
times, are at an increased risk of lower achievement and of leaving school without graduating.!!
Other studies find that when school moves take place during the school year, are involuntary, or are
accompanied by family disruption—circumstances more frequent with students in foster care—the
negative impact on learning outcomes is more likely to be severe.!?

Best Interest Determination

Students in foster care have a right to remain enrolled in their current school—known as the school
of origin—when they are placed in foster care or experience a change in foster care placement.
Under federal law, it is assumed that students will remain at their schools of origin, unless a school
transfer is determined to be in their best interest.!> The best interest determination (BID) is the
process by which this decision is made.

The educational rights holder (ERH) is the person who holds the right to make educational decisions
on behalf of the child. This may be a parent, a foster parent, or an individual appointed by a court.
Under California law and rules of court, the ERH and the student have the right to make school
placement decisions, in consultation with the child welfare agency and the district.'* Under federal
law, educational stability must be included in the child’s case plan, including assurance that the
child welfare or placing agency and local educational agency (LEA) have coordinated to ensure

the child remains in the school of origin or, if remaining is not in the best interest of the child, is
provided immediate and appropriate enroliment in a new school.'* The LEA (typically the foster
liaison) consults with the student and ERH, and if a school change is recommended, the liaison
must provide a written explanation stating why the recommendation is in the child’s best interest.!
In the event of a school move, the liaison must facilitate proper placement and assist transfer,
including school credits, records, and grades.

The distance from the new foster placement to the school of origin and the appropriateness of

the educational setting are among the factors that must be considered in a BID. Other factors can
include the child’s or the parent’s or ERH’s preferences, placement of siblings, relationships with
peers and school staff, availability and quality of services, previous history of school transfers,
length of commute and its impact on the child, transportation options, and whether the student has
English learner or special education needs. It is important to note that transportation cost should
not be a factor in determining best interest.!’

The effects of trauma can inhibit students’ ability to learn

The experience of trauma is also a key barrier to students’ educational success.!® Students in
foster care are more likely than their peers to have experienced trauma due to family separation
and/or the circumstances that led to being placed in foster care. While many children in foster
care exhibit resilience, traumatic events can take a toll. Compared to other students, those in
foster care may be at greater risk for adverse effects of trauma. For example, a study of data
from the National Survey of Children’s Health found that children in foster care were 4 times
more likely to have diagnosed anxiety and 5 times more likely to have diagnosed depression
than their non-foster peers, even after accounting for differences in a range of individual and
household characteristics."
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The experience of trauma can inhibit students’ abilities to concentrate and to take in new
information and, especially in young children, can have consequences for their long-term
development, school readiness, and learning.?® Among students in foster care, the experience of
trauma can also lead to behavioral issues, which can include both demanding or attention-seeking
actions and “withdrawn, anxious or over-compliant behaviors.”?!

Behavioral challenges that may be symptomatic of trauma can be easily misunderstood as
calculated action, which can lead to exclusionary discipline and reduced access to learning
opportunities. As one study of the experiences of students in foster care noted, “Youth voiced

the importance for teachers to consider that a student in foster care may have an underlying
trauma history that impacts their ability to function appropriately at school, rather than taking a
perspective that the student is acting purely out of choice or malcontent.”?? Previous research finds
that students in foster care are suspended at much higher rates than their peers.?* There are also
large racial disparities in the use of exclusionary discipline nationally, with students of color more
likely to be suspended than their white peers and with African American boys experiencing the
highest rates of suspension.?* A study of students in foster care found similar results: Students of
color in foster care were suspended at considerably higher rates than their white counterparts, and
these rates were higher still for students who were male and eligible for special education services.?

For students in foster care, feelings of affective engagement with school are a key predictor of
school success;? however, mobility, trauma, and exclusionary discipline can work in concert

to negatively impact student learning. High student mobility can lead to disengagement and
feelings of isolation and can exacerbate trauma and lead to problematic behaviors and suspension
that, in turn, lead to further disengagement and a risk for lower achievement. Yet each of these
challenges may also be amenable to policy
intervention.?” Research finds that differences
in learning outcomes between students in foster
care and their peers are substantially lower in learning outcomes between
after accounting for in-school factors—such students in foster care and their
as feelings of belonginess, participation in
school activities, adult support, and attending
class.? Schools and districts can thus play an accounting for in-school factors—
important part in mitigating these risks and
supporting learning for students in foster care
by developing a positive school climate, by participation in school activities,
adopting restorative justice approaches rather adult support, and attending class.
than exclusionary discipline,?” and by working

in close partnership with child welfare and

community agencies.

Research finds that differences

peers are substantially lower after

such as feelings of belonginess,

Educators’ Role in California’s Foster Care System

Children and youth in foster care in California are primarily those whose care is overseen by a
juvenile dependency court. This typically occurs following a report of suspected abuse or neglect,
substantiation of the report by a child welfare agency, and concern for the safety of the child. Foster
care is intended as a temporary arrangement to ensure the safety of children until they can return
home or until a new, permanent home can be found. For purposes of California’s educational rights
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and protections, children in foster care include those removed from the home and those living with
family subject to a family reunification or family maintenance plan developed by a child welfare
agency.®® While child welfare agencies and dependency courts lead the determination of whether
foster care placement is called for—and where that placement will be—and ensure the well-being of
children placed in foster care, educators play a role in supporting these students in school.

Educators play a key role in identifying students who may be at risk of harm. Teachers, principals,
and other school and district employees are “mandated reporters”; that is, they are required by law
to report when there is concern for a child’s safety. Educators make up one of the largest groups
reporting child maltreatment in California, accounting for approximately 20% of reports pre-
pandemic and 14% of reports in the period after the onset of COVID-19.3!

In addition, educators are responsible for identifying and supporting the educational needs of
students who have entered foster care. County offices of education operate a Foster Youth Services
Coordinating Program (FYSCP) that helps local educational agencies (LEAs) within its jurisdiction
identify needs and provide educational supports to students in foster care. At the district level,

all LEAs designate a foster youth education liaison, with responsibility to facilitate access to
students’ educational rights and assist with school placement, enrollment, and transfer. (See also
“Best Interest Determination” on p. 2) Understanding when a student has entered foster care
requires matching data from the California Department of Social Services with data systems at the
Department of Education, a process that occurs each week. Students identified through a local (i.e.,
county-level) match can also be entered into the system.

Under California’s Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), a child in foster care is any one of
the following:

« achild subject to a juvenile dependency court petition, whether or not removed from
the home;

» ayouth who is the subject of a juvenile delinquency court petition and has been removed
from the home and placed in foster care;

e avyouth age 18-21 in “extended foster care” enrolled in high school;

* ayouth removed from the home under a voluntary placement agreement (between the
parents and the county welfare department); or

e avyouth who is a dependent of a tribal court.??

Districts with students in foster care receive LCFF funding to support their learning needs. In
particular, districts receive increased funding based on the unduplicated percentage of enrolled
students from low-income families, English learners, and students in foster care. However, students
in foster care do not actually generate additional funding because they are already considered
eligible for free meals.** Nonetheless, their inclusion in LCFF unduplicated counts brings important
visibility to this student group and means that the needs of students in foster care should be
considered in Local Control Accountability Plans, in which districts specify learning goals for
included student groups and create plans to achieve those goals. County offices of education must
also include measures of progress for students in foster care in the California School Dashboard, the
state’s accountability system.3*
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Key State and Federal Policies to Support Children and Youth in Foster Care

Over the past couple of decades, policy developments at both the state and federal levels have made
progress in elevating the needs of youth in foster care and creating structures to enable counties
and districts to provide targeted supports. Foundational among these is Assembly Bill (A.B.) 490.
Passed in 2003, this first-in-the-nation law created a series of educational rights for students in
foster care in California, including an entitlement to remain in their schools of origin following a
placement change (see “Best Interest Determination” on p. 2), a right to immediate enrollment,
and credit and grade protections connected to absences caused by placement changes.*

The California legislature passed other significant legislation to improve agency collaboration to
support youth in foster care in subsequent years. In 2015, the state passed A.B. 854, establishing
the FYSCP and requiring data sharing between the Department of Education and the Department
of Social Services. The same year saw the Continuum of Care Reform (A.B. 403), which sought to
improve the state’s child welfare system by providing more appropriate services and supports in
home-based settings and to reduce time spent in congregate care, a placement setting linked to
higher dropout rates for youth in foster care.*

Later, in 2018, A.B. 2083 built on the Continuum of Care Reform by developing a coordinated,
timely, and trauma-informed system-of-care approach for children in foster care who have
experienced severe trauma.’” This law requires each county to develop and implement a
memorandum of understanding establishing the roles and responsibilities of agencies and other
entities that serve children and youth in foster care who have experienced severe trauma. The law
aimed to eliminate agency silos by creating an interagency leadership team that could facilitate
more seamless coordination of services across agencies.

While state policies provide the most detailed guidance on supporting youth in foster care,

policy advancements at the federal level also provide some supports. For example, transportation
provisions in the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) outline the need to help students in foster

care remain in their schools of origin when experiencing foster care placement changes.*® Title IV-E
of the Social Security Act also provides supports for youth in foster care. It is the primary federal
funding source to support state foster care and adoption assistance programs. Amended in 2018, the
law now allows states to use these funds for preventive services for children at risk of removal from
home in order to stay with their parents or relatives.

Overview of This Study

This report is intended to provide additional information to stakeholders regarding the educational
status of California students living in foster care and the issues the education system faces in
meeting their needs and to offer research-based policy recommendations on how to improve
services for these students. It examines the following research questions:

e What are the characteristics of California students living in foster care?
e What are the educational experiences and outcomes of students living in foster care?

e What challenges are faced by education officials seeking to support students living in
foster care?

e What promising practices (i.e., programs and processes aligned with research) have
education officials adopted to support students living in foster care?
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To answer these questions about the educational experiences and outcomes of students living in
foster care, we conducted descriptive analyses of publicly available and restricted-use data from
2018-19 (prior to the pandemic) from the California Department of Education. To understand
the key supports provided to students in foster care, the challenges in providing support prior to
and during the pandemic, and the promising practices for supporting students in foster care, we
interviewed 11 FYSCP coordinators across three focus groups and two individual interviews.>
Interviews were conducted between December 2020 and January 2021. (See Appendix A for full
details on our methodology.)

While this report provides much-needed information about California students living in foster
care, it is limited in that it is focused on education. It does not include data from the California
Department of Social Services; nor did we interview social service agency officials. Future research
could investigate the combined associations of child welfare and education variables on student
learning outcomes and the perspectives from child welfare and other agencies.

In this report, we first examine the characteristics and educational outcomes of students living in
foster care. We then turn to the challenges education agencies face in supporting students living
in foster care and the promising practices for addressing the needs of these students. We conclude
with a set of policy recommendations and reflections.

6 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | CALIFORNIA’S STUDENTS IN FOSTER CARE



California Students in Foster Care

Children and youth in foster care represent a small group of students in California, but one with
complex needs. The number of students in foster care in grades k—-12 in 2018-19 was 46,810, or
around 0.7% of students, down from 62,610 students, or around 1%, in 2015-16.%

The majority of students in foster care are students of color, and African American students are
disproportionately represented. In 2018-19, around 18% of California’s k—12 youth in foster care
were African American, compared to just 5% African American students in the overall student
population. The majority of students in foster care were Latino/a (55%), which matches the
percentage of Latino/a students in the statewide student population.*' The underlying reasons for
the disproportionality of African American students are multiple and include a higher incidence of
child poverty, racial bias, and systemic racism; uneven availability of resources in the child welfare
system; and geography.*? As one study described, “Race and ethnicity is a marker for a complex
interaction of economic, social, political, and environmental factors that influence the health

of individuals and communities.”*> Although beyond the scope of this report, addressing these
underlying factors will be critical to closing racial disparities in the foster care system.

California students in foster care are also more likely than the general population to identify as
LGBTOQ. A 2019 study using a statewide sample of California students ages 10-18 found that 30% of
students in foster care identified as LGBTQ, compared to an estimated 11% among similar-age non-
foster students.* Students in foster care are also disproportionately likely to be eligible for special
education services. In 2018-19, 31% of students in foster care were eligible for special education,
compared to just 13% of their non-foster peers.* Students in foster care also include “dual system”
students—those involved with both the child welfare and the juvenile justice systems.

The reasons for entry into foster care cover a wide range of circumstances, although issues related
to poverty often play a role. Consider the following: Families earning low incomes are far more
likely to be involved in the foster care system.*® Research has long noted that poverty is a risk factor
for neglect.*” As one study concludes, “The most effective way to reduce child abuse and neglect is
to reduce poverty and its attendant material hardships.”# Many children become involved with the
foster care system due to reasons of neglect only—such as a family in poverty struggling to provide
adequate food, housing, or clothing or a working mother who cannot find child care and has to leave
young children unsupervised.* Data for 2019 show that neglect was among the reasons for entry
into foster care in more than 4 out of 5 cases in California.*® An inability to cope was a reason in
1in 5 cases, parental substance abuse was cited in 1 in 10 cases, and inadequate housing was stated
as a reason in 1 out of 25 cases. Other reasons for entry into foster care included physical violence,
cited in 1 in 5 cases, and sexual abuse, cited in 1 out of 33 cases. Other research finds that physical
violence and sexual abuse were reported more frequently among students in foster care ages 17 and
over and among females.!

Together, these data suggest that the reasons for entry into foster care are multiple, complex,

and often intertwined with a range of social and environmental factors associated with poverty.
Proactively addressing the root causes of poverty is a promising strategy to support families before
the risk of neglect or abuse becomes more serious and family separation is necessary.
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Educational Experiences and Outcomes
of Students in Foster Care

In this section, we use both publicly available data and restricted-use data to provide insight into
the education of California’s students in foster care and their learning outcomes. We analyze
administrative data, including enrollment records and achievement data provided by the California
Department of Education, from 2018-19, the most recent year of publicly available data prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic. We first present findings for the educational experiences of students

in foster care, focusing specifically on the following: student mobility (the frequency with which
students change schools), characteristics of the schools in which students are enrolled, rates of
chronic absenteeism, and rates of suspension. We then turn to educational outcomes, looking at
rates of achievement on state assessments and graduation rates. We also explore how achievement
on these state assessments varies with school mobility and suspension rates—understood to be key
correlates of achievement.

Educational Experiences

As described earlier, frequent school changes are disruptive to students’ academic progress. While
some school moves for students in foster care may be in students’ best interests, such as those to
an educational setting better suited to students’ particular learning needs, others may not. High
mobility may disrupt student learning as well as social connections and access to other supports.
Using enrollment records, we counted the total number of school moves that took place during the
school year to understand the extent of that disruption.

We also explored characteristics of the schools that students in foster care attended. Prior research
shows that high-poverty schools—those with large proportions of students eligible for free or
reduced-price meals (FRPM)—tend to have higher rates of teacher turnover and higher percentages
of teachers who are not fully certified.>> High teacher turnover can disrupt both collegial staff
relationships that support a coherent approach to teaching and teacher—student relationships that
are especially important to students at risk of disengagement.**

Table 1 shows our analysis of student mobility as well as student enrollment in high-poverty and
low-performing schools.

Within the 2018-19 school year, students in foster care were more likely to change schools
than other students, and many moved multiple times. We defined mobility as the number of
school moves that took place during the

school year (between September 1 and

June 1)?25 Wé found thatrivhile 95% of all While 95% of all non-foster students
non-foster students stayed in the same stayed in the same school throughout
school throughout the 2018-19 school year, the 2018-19 school year, just 66% of
just 66% of students in foster care did so.
Moreover, 13% of students in foster care
(more than 1 in 8) changed schools more
than once during the school year.

students in foster care did so.
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Over 4 school years, half of all students in foster care changed schools more than once.

We calculated mobility among students enrolled in each of the 4 school years from 2015-16 to
2018-19, again counting only those moves that took place during the school year. Seventy-one
percent of students in foster care in 2018—19 changed schools during the school year in at least 1 of
those 4 years, compared to 15% among all other students. Indeed, more than a fifth (22%) of youth
who were in foster care in 2018-19 had four or more such moves over the 4-year period, compared
to less than 1% among all other students.

Nearly half of all students in foster care are enrolled in the highest-poverty schools.
High-poverty schools tend to experience greater resourcing challenges, including higher teacher
turnover.>® We calculated the proportion of students in foster care in schools by the proportion of
its population eligible for free or reduced-price meals (FRPM). Nearly half (49%) of all students in
foster care were enrolled in schools in which the percentage of students eligible for FRPM was 80%
or above, compared to 32% of their non-foster peers.>” A further 26% of students in foster care were
enrolled in schools in which the FRPM percentage was between 60% and 80% (compared to 22%

for all other students). (See Appendix B.) By contrast, less than 3% of students in foster care were
enrolled in the lowest-poverty schools—those in which the percentage of students eligible for FRPM
was below 20%—compared to 12% of their non-foster peers.

Students in foster care are more likely than other students to be enrolled in the
lowest-performing schools. We looked at the enrollment of students in schools targeted for
Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) pursuant to ESSA.*® These are schools that

have either had low graduation rates (less than 67%) over 2 consecutive years or were among

the lowest-performing Title I schools. We found that 12% of all students in foster care had a

CSI school as their main primary enrollment, more than twice the rate of non-foster students
(5%). This indicates that students in foster care are more frequently attending schools with poor
outcomes for students. Around a quarter of CSI schools are continuation schools; that is, schools
for students ages 16 and over who are at risk of not graduating and may be behind in high school
credits®®—a common challenge for many students in foster care and other highly mobile students.
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Table 1
School Mobility and Enroliment

Students in Foster Care Students Not in Foster Care

Total School Moves, Single Year (2018-19)

No Moves 66% 95%
At Least 1 Move 34% 5%
* 1 move 21% 4%
* 2 moves 8% <1%
e 3+ moves 5% <1%

Total School Moves, 4 Years (2015-16 to 2018-19)

No Moves 29% 85%

At Least 1 Move 71% 15%
* 1 move 21% 11%
* 2 moves 17% 3%
* 3 moves 11% 1%
e 4+ moves 22% <1%

Lo i et

Percentage Enrolled in Comprehensive

Support and Improvement Schools, 12% 5%

(2018-19)

Notes: High-poverty schools are those with 80% or more students eligible for free or reduced-price meals. Figures may not
total to 100% due to rounding.

Data sources: Data provided by the California Department of Education through a special request; Public School and District
data files and Free or Reduced-Price Meal data files downloaded from https://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ad/downloadabledata.
asp; ESSA Assistance Status Data Files downloaded from https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/sw/t1l/essaassistdatafiles.asp

Using publicly available data for 2018-19, we also looked at rates of absenteeism as well as
suspension from school. Together with suspension rates, rates of chronic absenteeism are
indicative of students’ engagement with school and their opportunities to learn. Research has
long found that chronic absenteeism is associated with lower academic performance.®® Moreover,
students who experience changes in foster care placement or school are more likely to experience
higher rates of absence and have an elevated risk of disengagement.®!

In California, chronic absenteeism is defined as missing 10% or more of the school days in which a
student was enrolled and school was taught (typically 18 days in a 180-day school year).®? We find
striking disparities in the rates of chronic absenteeism, in the average number of days absent, and
also in the rates of suspension. These are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2
Absenteeism and Suspension Rates, 2018-19

Students in Foster Care Students Not in Foster Care

Average Days Absent

* All grades 15 10
¢ Grades k-8 12 9
¢ Grades 9-12 23 12

Chronic Absenteeism Rate

o All students 28% 12%

Suspension Rate

* All grades 15% 3%

¢ African American 22% 9%

Data source: California Department of Education, DataQuest. https://datal.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/

Students in foster care are more than twice as likely to be chronically absent compared

to other students. Publicly available data show that, on average, students in foster care were
absent 15 days in the 2018-19 school year, compared to 10 days for all other students. Moreover,
absenteeism was especially high among students in foster care in high school. Students in foster
care in grades 9—12 were absent an average of nearly 23 days, meaning that these students missed
1 out of every 8 school days. This was almost twice as many days absent as both their same-grade
peers and as students in foster care in grades k-8. In total, nearly 28% of students in foster care
were chronically absent, while for non-foster students, this was just 12%.

Students in foster care were more likely to be suspended than their non-foster
counterparts. In addition to absenteeism, we also looked at suspension rates for California
students in foster care. Exclusionary discipline can drive a self-reinforcing cycle of disengagement
if it is not disrupted. Lack of engagement can lead to further disciplinary incidents, and the lost
learning time also reduces students’ engagement with schooling and academic motivation.®®

For students in foster care, feelings of affective engagement with school are a key predictor of
school success,* while exclusionary discipline is associated with lower educational outcomes.®

In addition, suspension from school does not address the underlying issues that may be behind
challenges in the first place.

The suspension rate (in school and out of school) for students in foster care in 2018-19 was
15%, about the same rate as for the previous 2 years. This rate was more than 4 times the

rate for non-foster students (3.4%). Suspension rates were especially high among African
American students, both for students in foster care (22%) and not (9%). More than half of
African American students in foster care who were suspended in 2018—-19 were suspended
multiple times. As we show in Figure 1, high rates of suspension are negatively correlated with
achievement rates on state assessments.
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Educational Outcomes

We explored whether mobility and suspension are associated with the percentage of students
meeting or exceeding state standards on the 2018-19 California Assessment of Student
Performance and Progress (CAASPP), administered to students in grades 3-8 and 11.

Students in foster care were less likely than other students to meet or exceed state standards
on CAASPP. We found stark differences in achievement between students in foster care and other
students. Just 24% of students in foster care met or exceeded state standards in English language
arts (ELA) (compared to 51% of other students), and just 15% met or exceeded state standards in
mathematics (compared to 40% of other students). (See Figure 1.) Of particular concern is that

53% of students in foster care received scores in the lowest category in ELA—“standard not met”—
compared to 26% of non-foster counterparts. For mathematics, this percentage was even higher,
with 63% scoring in the “standard not met” category compared to 35% for all other students. (See
also Appendix B.)

Figure 1
Percentage of Students at Proficiency Standards Levels on CAASPP English
Language Arts and Mathematics, 2018-19

100%
0 6%
18%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%
Students in foster care  Students not in foster care Students in foster care  Students not in foster care
English Language Arts Mathematics
W Standard exceeded B Standard met Standard nearly met [l Standard not met

Notes: Percentages calculated for students in grades 3-8 and 11 with valid CAASPP scores. Some figures may not total to
100% due to rounding.

Data source: Data provided by the California Department of Education through a special request.
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For students in foster care eligible for special education and for those who are English learners,
performance levels were even lower. Of students in foster care eligible for special education, 7%
met or exceeded state standards in ELA, and 5% met or exceeded state standards in mathematics
(compared with 16% and 13%, respectively, for non-foster students with disabilities). (See Figure 2.)
As noted earlier, nearly one third of students in foster care (31%) are eligible for special education
services. Among students in foster care who were English learners, only 7% met or achieved
standards in ELA, and 6% did so in mathematics. These findings suggest that many students in
foster care may need multiple supports to achieve their educational goals.

Figure 2

Percentage of Students Eligible for Special Education and English Learners
Meeting or Exceeding State Standards in English Language Arts and
Mathematics, by Foster Status, 2018-19

20%
16%
0

15% 13% 13% 13%

10%
7% 7%
6%
5%

5%
0%

Special Education English Learners Special Education English Learners

English Language Arts Mathematics
Bl Students in foster care Students not in foster care

Data source: Data provided by the California Department of Education through a special request.

High mobility is associated with lower outcomes on CAASPP. Among students in foster care
who stayed in the same school throughout the school year, 26% met or exceeded state standards
in ELA, and 17% did so in mathematics. By contrast, each school move was associated with a lower
score in each of the tested subjects. (See Figure 3.) For example, among students in foster care who
moved twice or more (around 13% of all students in foster care), less than 15% met or exceeded
state standards in ELA, and just 7% did so in mathematics. High mobility was also associated with
lower achievement on CAASPP for students who were not in foster care, though students in foster
care were more likely than other students to change schools during the school year.
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Figure 3
Percentage of Students Meeting or Exceeding State Standards in English
Language Arts and Mathematics by Mobility, 2018-19

