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Abstract
California’s foster care system included
approximately 47,000 students in
grades k–12 in 2018–19. Students in
foster care face a range of challenges
to their educational success, including
an increased likelihood of having
experienced trauma, higher rates of
suspension and absenteeism, and
higher rates of school mobility. As a
consequence, they typically experience
lower academic outcomes and graduation
and college-going rates. This brief
analyzes data on educational outcomes
of students in foster care, identifies
challenges to supporting them, highlights
promising practices, and presents policy
recommendations for better serving
students in foster care.
The report on which this brief is
based can be found online at https://
learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/
california-students-foster-care-report.
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The foster care system in California is a key part of the state’s system
for protecting vulnerable children from harm. Its goals are 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. The reasons for entry into
the foster care system are multiple, complex, and often intertwined
with the social and environmental challenges associated with poverty.
The experiences of students in foster care can impact their education,
such as multiple school moves and disruption of community ties. As
processes and policies within a state’s education system can impact
students’ experiences in the foster care system and vice versa, these
two systems share a connection.
This brief 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. It is intended to provide additional information to
stakeholders about the education experiences of California students
living in foster care and the issues the education system faces in
meeting their needs.

California Students and the Foster Care System
In 2018–19, approximately 47,000 California students in grades
k–12 were in foster care (around 0.7% of the student population).1
The majority of students in foster care were Latino/a (55%), which
matches the percentage of Latino/a students in the statewide student
population,2 but African American students, at 18% of the foster care
population, were disproportionately represented,3 as were students
identifying as LGBTQ (30% of foster care youth)4 and students eligible
for special education services (31%).5
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Students in foster care often face complex challenges arising from the instability of their living arrangements.
Although children in foster care have a right to remain in their schools of origin, removal from the family home
or changes in foster care placement can cause students to move schools or even districts. As a result, children
in foster care are often faced with the double burden of adjusting to a new school and a new home situation.
Multiple or unanticipated school moves can interrupt 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 have missed some topics or material already covered at their new school, encounter
significant differences in teaching styles and teacher expectations, and 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.
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 can reduce students’ sense of belonging and level of engagement at school.
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, trauma can take a toll.
The experience of trauma can inhibit students’ abilities to concentrate, with consequences for their learning.
Behavioral issues that may be symptomatic of trauma, such as attention-seeking actions, can be easily
misunderstood as intentional wrongdoing and result in exclusionary discipline and reduce access to learning
opportunities. In all, the academic and social-emotional experiences of children in foster care are impacted by
myriad circumstances that arise concurrently both in and out of school.
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.

Educational Experiences of Students in Foster Care
To investigate the educational experiences of students living in foster care, we analyzed data from
2018–19 from the California Department of Education, including enrollment records, absenteeism and
suspension rates, and achievement data.

School Mobility
Students in foster care were more likely to move schools within the academic year than other students, and
many moved multiple times. While only 5% of non-foster students moved schools during the 2018–19 school
year, 34% of students in foster care did so. Over 4 school years, almost three quarters of students in foster care
moved schools at least once, and almost one quarter moved schools four or more times. (See Table 1.)
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Table 1
School Mobility and Enrollment
Students in Foster Care

Students Not in Foster Care

No Moves

66%

95%

At Least 1 Move

34%

5%

• 1 move

21%

4%

• 2 moves

8%

< 1%

• 3+ moves

5%

< 1%

No Moves

29%

85%

At Least 1 Move

71%

15%

• 1 move

21%

11%

• 2 moves

17%

3%

• 3 moves

11%

1%

• 4+ moves

22%

< 1%

Percentage Enrolled in High-Poverty Schools
(2018–19)

49%

32%

Percentage Enrolled in Comprehensive Support
and Improvement Schools (2018–19)

12%

5%

Total School Moves, Single Year (2018–19)

Total School Moves, 4 Years (2015–16 to 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; Every Student Succeeds Act Assistance
Status Data Files downloaded from https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/sw/t1/essaassistdatafiles.asp

Absenteeism and Suspension Rates
Students in foster care were twice as likely to be chronically absent as students not in foster care (see Figure 1),
missing an average of 15 days in the 2018–19 school year. Moreover, absenteeism was especially high among
high school students in foster care, who were absent an average of 23 days, or 1 out of every 8 school days.
Students in foster care were also more likely than their peers to miss school due to exclusionary discipline.
At 15%, the suspension rate for students in foster care was more than 4 times that for non-foster students.
Suspension rates were especially high among African American students in foster care.
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Figure 1
Absenteeism
and
Suspension
Rates,
2018–19
Absenteeism
and
Suspension
Rates,
2018–19
28%

30%

22%
20%
12%

15%
9%

10%
3%
0%
All Students

All Students

Chronic Absenteeism
Students in foster care

African American Students

Suspension
Students not in foster care

Data
California
Department
of Education,
DataQuest.
https://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/
Datasource:
source:
California
Department
of Education,
DataQuest.
https://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/

School Conditions
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. High-poverty schools tend to experience
greater resourcing challenges, including higher teacher turnover, that can negatively affect student outcomes.6
Furthermore, students in foster care were more likely than their peers to be enrolled in the lowest-performing
schools, according to the state’s accountability system.

Academic Outcomes of Students in Foster Care
We explored how the educational experiences of students in foster care were associated with academic
outcomes. We also analyzed the California Department of Education data to examine the academic
achievement and graduation and college-going rates of students in foster care.

Academic Achievement
On state tests, students in foster care were less than half as likely as other students to meet the proficiency
standard in English language arts (24% vs. 51%), and even less likely to meet proficiency standards in
mathematics (15% vs. 40%). (See Figure 2.) These gaps were more pronounced for students in foster care who
were highly mobile, who experienced suspension, who were in multiple high-need groups (e.g., English learners
in foster care), or who were attending high-poverty schools.
In particular, high mobility was associated with lower state test scores. Among students in foster care who
stayed in the same school throughout the school year, about one quarter met or exceeded state standards in
English language arts, and almost one fifth did so in mathematics. However, each school move was associated
with lower scores in both subjects. For example, students in foster care who moved three or more times met or
exceeded the state standards at less than half the rate of students in foster care who did not change schools.
4
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Figure 2
Percentage
of Students
at Proficiency
Standards
Levels
on CAASPP
Percentage
of Students
at Proficiency
Standards
Levels on
the California
State Test in
English
Language
Arts
and
Mathematics,
2018–19
English Language Arts and Mathematics, 2018–19
100%

15%

24%
80%

40%

51%

60%
40%

85%

76%

60%

49%

20%
0%
Students in foster care

Students not in foster care

Students in foster care

English Language Arts

Students not in foster care

Mathematics

Standard met or exceeded

Standard not met or nearly met

Notes: Percentages calculated for students in grades 3–8 and 11 with valid California State Test scores. Some figures may not total to 100% due
to rounding.
Notes: Percentages calculated for students in grades 3–8 and 11 with valid CAASPP scores. Some figures may not total to
Data
source:
provided by the California Department of Education through a special request.
100%
dueData
to rounding.

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

Figure 3
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State Standards
inLanguage
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Percentage
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Language
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Mathematics
and
Mathematics
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30%
25%

26%
19%

20%

17%

16%

15%

11%

10%

11%
8%

5%

6%

0%
0 moves

1 move

2 moves

3+ moves

0 moves

1 move

English Language Arts

2 moves

3+ moves

Mathematics

Note: Percentages calculated for students in grades 3–8 and 11 with valid California State Test scores.

Note: Percentages calculated for students in grades 3–8 and 11 with valid CAASP scores.
Data source: Data provided by the California Department of Education through a special request.

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

Students in foster care who were suspended also lost more ground academically, reaching state proficiency
standards at less than half the rate of foster care students who were not suspended and at less than one
quarter the rate of students not in foster care. (See Table 2.) While all students who received suspensions
achieved these standards less frequently, this is particularly relevant for students in foster care, who are
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suspended at higher rates. In addition, the percentage of students in foster care in the lowest-poverty schools
meeting or exceeding state standards was around twice that of those in the highest-poverty schools.

Table 2
Student Achievement on the California State Test by Suspension and School Poverty
Rate, 2018–19
Students in Foster Care: Percentage Meeting or Exceeding State Standards
English Language Arts

Mathematics

• Not suspended

26%

16%

• Suspended

11%

6%

Suspended During School Year

School Percentage of Students Eligible for Free or Reduced-Price Meals
• 0 to <20%

40%

28%

• 20% to <40%

31%

19%

• 40% to <60%

28%

17%

• 60% to <80%

23%

14%

• 80% to 100%

21%

13%

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

Graduation and College-Going Rates
Students in foster care graduated at lower rates than youth not in foster care (56% vs. 85%). While the
graduation rate for students in foster care is low relative to their peers, it increased 5 percentage points
between 2016–17 and 2018–19 (from 51% to 56%). Among graduates and other high school completers,
students in foster care were also less likely than their peers to attend college (48% vs. 64%).

Challenges to Supporting Students in Foster Care
To better understand how districts bring together and manage supports for students in foster care, we
interviewed 11 Foster Youth Services Coordinating Programs (FYSCP) coordinators who act as a bridge between
education and child welfare agencies. They identified challenges with data systems, funding, transportation,
and capacity, along with underlying barriers to interagency collaboration.

Data Systems
Coordinators identified two major areas in which data systems are often insufficient: (1) individual student case
management and (2) aggregate data analysis.
Effective case management relies on the availability of timely student-level data, including student attendance,
grades, assessments, and progress toward educational goals. Frequently, however, gaps in data systems result in
poor data quality and impact educators’ abilities to effectively share and receive data on students in foster care.
Consequently, some county education staff need to use multiple data systems to accomplish a single objective.
6
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Current systems are also inadequate for analyzing trends in aggregate data to see broader trends. School
mobility data is one area for improvement. For example, county data systems may not capture the reason behind
a school move (e.g., whether it was occasioned by a change in foster care placement), only that a school change
happened. Coordinators, districts, and counties need data systems that enable better assessment of the impact
of conditions such as school moves for individual students and broader efforts to support school stability.

Funding
The Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), California’s formula for allocating state funds to local districts, raises
the visibility of students in foster care but may not provide sufficient resources to meet their multiple needs.
California uses “unduplicated” counts of students to allocate supplemental funding. This means the formula
provides additional funding for a student who falls into any of the high-need categories—students eligible for
free or reduced-price meals, English learners, and students in foster care—but does not add further funding
for students who fall into multiple categories. Since all students in foster care are automatically eligible for
free school meals, they do not yield additional funds beyond those allocated for students from low-income
backgrounds, despite their greater needs. Also, districts may provide blanket supports for all high-need student
groups without adequate consideration of the unique needs for students in different groups.

Transportation
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 out-of-home foster care
beyond the attendance area of their schools of origin, the time and costs of transportation can make continued
attendance at those schools challenging. Rural counties or small school districts, in particular, may have less
flexibility to reroute buses. Partnering with private transportation offers useful flexibility in some counties but
can be prohibitively expensive. Finally, transportation reimbursement rates for caregivers need to be regularly
updated so as not to act as a barrier to transportation.
Interagency and interdistrict transportation agreements for transporting students in foster care to school,
as required under federal law, are a related challenge. Differing levels of urgency, incomplete data about
transportation needs, and fears of high costs can complicate establishing memorandums of understanding.
The result may be that these take years to develop and implement.

Capacity
Given the interconnectedness of education and child welfare agencies in supporting students in foster care,
challenges in one agency or at one level of the system can also create obstacles in others. For this study, we
spoke only to representatives from education agencies, but these interviews identified some constraints for
their colleagues in the child welfare system that directly impact school stability. For example, high caseloads
for social workers can constrain collaboration across agencies, making it difficult to prioritize education
in placement decisions, limit available time for best interest determinations,7 and contribute to students
changing schools. Additionally, a shortage of skilled caregivers and services for children with the most acute
needs may lead to more placement instability. When there is a lack of placements that can provide adequate
and appropriate support, children are more likely to be moved far distances to receive care, which frequently
requires a school move.
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There will always be a need to make quick decisions to protect some children in the foster care system, so
ensuring both the child welfare and education systems are designed to be responsive to such moments
can have a major impact on the lives and educational outcomes of students in foster care. Without deep
collaboration across agencies, education agencies will be left reacting to placement changes rather than
planning for them, and students will experience disruptive changes.

Existing Policies and Promising Practices
Many of the challenges outlined in the previous section demand coordinated policy efforts to meet the needs
of students in foster care. Over the past couple of decades, policy developments at both the state and federal
levels have helped elevate and support districts in meeting the needs of youth in foster care:
• Assembly Bill (A.B.) 490, passed in 2003, created a series of educational rights for students in foster care
in California, including the entitlement to remain in their schools of origin following a placement change,
the right to immediate enrollment, and credit and grade protections connected to absences caused by
placement changes.8
• In 2015, the state passed A.B. 854, establishing the FYSCP and requiring data sharing between the
Departments of Education and Social Services.
• The same year saw the Continuum of Care Reform (A.B. 403), which sought to provide more appropriate
child welfare 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.9
• In 2018, A.B. 2083 built on A.B. 403 by developing a coordinated, timely, and trauma-informed systemof-care approach for children in foster care who have experienced severe trauma.10 The law aimed to
eliminate agency silos by creating an interagency leadership team.
Recent policy reforms reflect growing recognition among California decision-makers that children in foster
care benefit from stable relationships and supportive services. However, effective implementation of policy
reforms remains a work in progress. Against the backdrop of these existing policy efforts, FYSCP coordinators
interviewed for this study identified the following research-aligned programs and processes that could continue
to improve the landscape of supports for students in foster care.

Co-Location of Staff
Students in foster care sit at the intersection of multiple systems. The child welfare system is charged with student
safety, and schools and districts are charged with student education.11 Because much of the decision-making that
impacts students in foster care happens at the county level, collaboration among county partners is particularly
important for ensuring that these students receive access to a ready web of critical services and supports.
Co-locating education and child welfare staff can strengthen interagency coordination and communication,
which, in turn, can improve individual student case management. Co-location typically involves FYSCP staff
sharing office space with other county agencies, and vice versa, to ensure that staff responsible for serving
students in foster care are located in close physical proximity to one another. Research finds that co-location
can help overcome barriers to interagency collaboration through better understanding of partner agency
policies and procedures and improved data sharing.12
8
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For example, a 2016 report on FosterEd’s Education Team model in Santa Cruz—in which education liaisons
are co-located in county education and child welfare offices as part of a multiagency team—found improved
attendance and grade point averages for students in foster care who received liaison support.13

One-Stop Resource Centers
Developing one-stop resource centers can help provide a ready web of supports. For example, Kern County’s
Dream Center serves as a one-stop shop for youth in foster care, particularly those close to aging out of the
system. The center is equipped to provide an array of services for these youth, from assistance accessing housing,
health care, tutoring, and job training to offering laundry and shower facilities, emergency hygiene supplies, and
medical services. Staff from the county office of education, the Department of Human Services Independent
Living Program, child welfare social workers, housing coordinators, behavioral health staff, and probation officers
work in close collaboration at the site. The Dream Center demonstrates how developing partnerships with county
agencies, aligning goals, and coordinating community resources can benefit youth in foster care.

School-Level Relationships
School-level practices that promote trusting relationships with students in foster care are promising ways to
improve the students’ educational opportunities. Research confirms that a student’s development is optimally
supported when all aspects of the educational environment address major developmental needs (e.g., the need
for strong relationships; social, emotional, and cognitive learning opportunities; and a system of supports to
address individual circumstances).14 Such “relationship-centered” schools emphasize the role of educative and
restorative approaches to dealing with problematic behaviors, reducing the use of exclusionary discipline and
lowering the risk of disengagement. As such, some districts have 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 students in foster care
understand their rights.
Another strategy for fostering positive relationships is to create spaces in which students in foster care can
elevate their needs and advocate for themselves, such as the Youth Empowering Success (YES!) clubs in Kern
High School District. These on-campus groups of students in foster care serve as support groups and as forums
for presentations from educators and other professionals on topics selected by the students.

Tiered Support Systems
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.15 Supports can include mental health
services, support for transitions, timely assessment for academic needs, screening for special education,
support for school engagement, and an evaluation of credits for high school students. Access to such a web of
supports can help address academic and nonacademic barriers to student learning as well as make up for lost
instructional time due to absences, exclusionary discipline, and school mobility, which the quantitative data
show is an urgent concern for students in foster care.
One model for delivering multi-tiered, integrated supports is through community schools. Community schools
are both places and sets of partnerships between the education system, the nonprofit sector, and local
government agencies. They are designed to bring together a comprehensive range of services and resources
LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | RESEARCH BRIEF
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at the school site. By coordinating academic, mental health, physical wellness, social and emotional, and other
supports, community schools contribute to a whole child approach to education that can benefit students in
foster care, among others with a range of needs.

Policy Recommendations
While California’s foster care system is administered at the county level by child welfare agencies, county education
agencies, districts, and school officials all play a role in responding to the educational needs of students in foster
care. The quantitative and qualitative findings of this report point to the need for systems and practices that provide
students in foster care with access to a ready web of supports so that they 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.
• 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. Community schools are designed to provide
students with a whole child education by coordinating partnerships between the education system,
the nonprofit sector, and local government agencies and by promoting strong family and community
engagement. 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 $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 will be
important for this technical assistance to develop an infrastructure to identify and disseminate best
practices among grantees and to build on lessons learned from existing initiatives, including the FYSCP.
• 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.

10
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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.
3. Identify and implement strategies to improve student case management.
Disseminating best practices from existing efforts to connect a fragmented data ecosystem—namely, the
Child Welfare Services/Case Management System, the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data
System, and district student information systems—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 not used everywhere in the state, and where
they are used, they are often not used by both education and child welfare staff. Further, 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.
• 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.
4. 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 relationshipcentered, 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. Relationshipcentered schools involve strategies such as advisories, “looping,” team teaching, and scheduling that
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increases time for teacher collaboration. When implemented as part of the foundational tier in a multitiered 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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