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Educational Services Initiative for Children in Foster Care and Post-Care
Problem Assessment/Challenge
It is generally accepted that school success is a precursor for positive outcomes for youth, contributing to enhanced well-being, increased chances for personal fulfillment and economic self-sufficiency. Unfortunately, for too many children in foster care, the opportunity for school success is compromised by lack of stability and continuity in school placements, poor academic achievement, and lack of educational support. Research shows that children and youth in foster care have poorer educational outcomes compared to their peers living at home. These negative outcomes can be attributed to multiple school moves, which can lead to delayed enrollment, inconsistencies in learning pace or curricula, instruction loss and delayed identification of learning disabilities.  
School moves are more likely to occur among children in foster care, especially among elementary school students and multiple school changes put children at risk of grade retention and other losses, reducing the likelihood of graduation (Courtney, M., Roderick, M., Smithgall, C., Gladden, R. & Nagaoka, J., 2004). Research by Herzog (2004)) and Temple & Reynolds (1999) found that 50% of children in foster care are not on grade level and 35% have experienced four or more school changes, with each school move resulting in an approximate 6 month loss of educational progress.  Nationally, only 4% of children in foster care go on to attend college. 
In Catawba County, in 2005-2006, over half of the 154 school age children in care were not on grade level, based on end of grade tests. The problems of educational continuity and stability in our community were complicated by having three public school systems with which to work (in 2006, school age children in foster care attended 40 different schools across the community), lack of protocols for making contact with schools despite child welfare mandates, and a lack of understanding of the importance of educational continuity and stability by child welfare staff, school and court personnel.  
Program Description and Implementation

The Educational Services Initiative aimed to improve educational continuity and stability for children in foster care in Catawba County, N.C.  Specifically, our initiative included:

· Stronger collaboration with school personnel through establishment of a protocol and assignment of school designees in 44 schools (in three public school districts) to minimize school moves and facilitate school record transfer when necessary
· Coordinated database to capture children’s grades, behavior, attendance and special needs

· Inclusion of educational information in court reports
· Raised awareness of the educational needs of children in foster care among child welfare and educational staff
· Focus on special educational needs of and supports for children in foster care

· Establishment of an Educational Advocate position based at Catawba County Social Services to assure coordination of transportation, school enrollment, and educational continuity and stability for children in foster care and post-care.

This initiative began in late 2006 through the involvement of Catawba County Social Services (DSS) in a national Casey Family Program Breakthrough Series Collaborative (BSC) on School Stability and Continuity for Youth in Out of Home Care. An Education committee was established, bringing together representatives from child welfare and the three public schools districts in Catawba County as well as a youth in foster care and a parent of children previously in foster care. The work of this committee was facilitated by an interagency agreement signed by our district court judge allowing for the sharing of information between agencies. The Education Committee focused on four major areas: 1) establishing communication channels and standardized communication protocols between DSS and the school systems, 2) minimizing school moves, 3) developing timely enrollment procedures, and 4) tracking school placements and educational progress. 
To establish the most effective communication channels, the committee first developed an enrollment and communication protocol, detailing steps the school and DSS staff should take when a child enters foster care or must transfer schools. In 2007, each school system identified a point person in each school as the Foster Care Designee and DSS allocated a portion of a full-time position as the Foster Care Educational Advocate based at DSS.  To facilitate a seamless and timely transition when there is a school move, social workers have access to school registration materials at DSS and are required to schedule an appointment with the school’s Foster Care Designee to complete the school registration process. In addition, the Advocate regularly sends a list of students who have entered foster care to school designees so they can assure that the child’s needs are being addressed at school. The Education Committee also worked with information technology at DSS to create a database that would allow for the tracking of school placements, children’s grades, behavior, attendance and special needs. 
To help staff better understand the challenges faced by children in foster care, a Casey Family Programs’ Endless Dreams training was provided to school administrative staff and school designees as well as child welfare staff. The Endless Dreams video helped community partners better understand the impact of foster care on education and the need to focus on improving educational outcomes for children in foster care. At the same time, a foster care worker who was a member of the educational committee began piloting the inclusion of educational information in reports to the court for children on his caseload. The court report format included educational progress, behavior and attendance of children on his case load. This was instrumental in helping court personnel see the impact of and connection between court decisions made around placement and wellbeing of children in foster care.  The inclusion of educational information has spread to all foster care workers and is now an expected part of the court report. 

In 2008, Catawba County Social Services was able to carve out a half-time Educational Advocate position from an existing grant-funded position, to focus efforts on minimizing school moves for children who enter foster care through coordination of transportation. While the decision to place a child outside their school zone or district is never made lightly, foster care workers simply don’t have the time to coordinate transportation by foster parents or school staff across zones or even districts. Having one position able to build relationships with school administrators and school designees and coordinate these efforts meant that more children had educational stability and continuity. As a case example, four siblings came into care and were placed in a foster home where one child attended day care, two attended elementary school and one attended a middle school outside the foster home’s designated school district. The Educational Advocate contacted the Student Services Director and Transportation Director in the school systems to discuss transportation options. While options were being considered, the Educational Advocate transported all three school age children to school, the foster parent took the two elementary students home and the Educational Advocate and foster care worker took turns taking home the middle school student. After two days, the Transportation Director put a new bus route in place for the children but because the children returned home in the afternoon unsupervised, after school care had to be arranged for the elementary students. In the afternoons, the foster care worker, foster parent and Educational Advocate divided responsibility for picking up the two elementary students from afterschool and the child in daycare for the remaining four months of the school year. This shows the significant efforts that were required to assure that these children were able to stay in their home school. 
In addition to coordinating transportation, the Educational Advocate tracks school placements and gathers report cards and information from school designees to track educational progress. The Educational Advocate also has responsibility for assuring that free and reduced school lunch forms and enrollment packets are available and completed by foster care workers. In 2009, the Advocate spearheaded a “Back to School Backpack” drive to ensure that each child in foster care had a back pack and necessary school supplies to start the school year or as they entered care. These are details that are often overlooked as a child may enter foster care without any school provisions. This project continues annually. Finally, the Advocate makes contact with school systems in neighboring counties to initiate discussions about developing similar protocols or processes to track placements and progress, since a significant number of children in our county’s custody live in neighboring counties.   
The Breakthrough Series Collaborative ended in September 2008, but the Education Committee continues to meet quarterly to refine procedures and address barriers, ensuring continued educational stability and progress for children in foster care. The database has been tweaked to better meet our tracking needs and to capture progress across multiple subjects. In late 2009 we expanded the part-time Educational Advocate position to a full-time position with continued grant funding. 
Technological Collaboration
Technology had a central role in the success of this initiative in that initially we had to develop the ability to track school placements and school progress in an identified subject area. New data fields were added to the existing foster care database for data entry and education was provided to foster care staff on how/when to enter data in the new fields. At the same time, our county GIS department created a map showing the placement of current foster care homes in relation to the elementary school districts in all three public school systems. This helped our foster care recruitment/licensing staff be more aware of areas to target recruitment of foster homes and provided a visual for all staff to better understand the school zones. Most recently, revisions were made to the database fields to allow for the tracking of school grades in all subjects, end of grade/course testing, attendance and behavior/disciplinary referrals. Currently, we have arrangements with the three school systems in Catawba County for them to format data to facilitate data transfer into our data system, which should prevent the individual entry of each child’s grades, behavior, and attendance. This information, however, is still entered individually by the Educational Advocate for each child attending school systems outside our county.  
The Cost of the Program


This initiative was implemented and improvements achieved without incurring any capital or operating expenses. The main unfunded cost of the initiative was in staff time away from primary duties. This included, for example, staff time to serve on the Education Committee and attend meetings, serve as school designees (for school systems), or to program/update databases.  We were eventually fortunate to have the ability to reallocate 20 hours/week of a full-time grant funded professional position to do the initial Educational Advocate work in 2008/2009 while maintaining the existing grant funding. We then expanded this to a full-time Social Worker III position and were able to continue foundation funding to cover staff salary and fringe benefits. Other local grant funding and donations have been received  to support specific Educational Services activities including a $1,000 grant from a community foundation combined with many school supply donations provided by churches, business and civic groups to purchase school supplies for children in foster care. A $2,000 grant was also received from Target in 2010 to support Super Kids Reading Club activities to emphasize the importance of reading by children and by parents to younger children in foster care and post-care.
The Results/Success of the Program

Significant efforts have been made through this initiative to prevent unnecessary school moves and school moves that are not in the child’s best interest. In 2009, the school move rate for children entering foster care in Catawba County was reduced from 24% to only 6%. This is a tremendous achievement, considering the national average for children experiencing school moves at entry to foster care is 66%. At the end of the 2009/10 school year, 81% of all school-age children in foster care experienced fewer than 2 school moves since their entry into foster care. In addition, after tracking educational progress for one year, the first grade analysis indicated 79% of children in foster care either maintained a passing grade or improved a letter grade in a subject area of need. At the end of the 2009/10 school year, fewer than 9% of school age children in foster care had behavior resulting in in-school or out of school suspension and only 3% of these students missed more than 5 days of school all year. 
The new relationship between school and DSS personnel is showing other benefits for children in foster care. Communication between DSS and the schools has improved, leading to a better understanding about the roles and mandates of each system. The improved communication also enhanced school stability for children and youth in foster care. The case example given in the program description is an excellent example of the level of persistence, involvement and coordination that is often required to assure that children who have already been removed from their familiar home environment can remain in their home school. 
As another example, a high school student in foster care was placed with her adult sister, who moved to an apartment in a new high school district in an effort to give the student a fresh start, which was in her best interest. In preparation for making a school transfer request for the student, the Educational Advocate first contacted the student’s previous school to get an update on the student’s behavior and grades. She then submitted a transfer request with the Student Services Director to enroll the student at a high school near her home but not in the assigned school district. Approval was given by the Superintendent. The Educational Advocate drove to the previous high school to retrieve her records and enrollment materials and then met the family at the new high school to assist the student in the enrollment process. 
Other results include more thorough court reports that include school performance and action recommendations with judges asked to consider the consequences of school disruption in placement determinations. The efforts undertaken by the Educational Advocate to build relationships with school systems and social service departments in neighboring counties has also resulted in those counties continuing to work with our department to improve overall well-being needs in areas other than education. And a final unexpected outcome is that our focus on education positioned us to comply with the new Federal Fostering Connections Child Welfare legislation, which went into effect in late 2008, specifically outlining mandates on educational stability and achievement for children foster care. Because of this initiative we were prepared to meet the educational mandates in this new legislation.   
Lessons Learned and Analysis of the Program

This initiative is significant on several levels. First, it promotes intergovernmental cooperation and coordination in addressing a shared problem. While children in foster care are a relatively small population among all school-age children, the lack of efficiency and effectiveness in sharing of information between school systems and DSS reflected much larger problems. This included a lack of understanding about and appreciation for our respective roles and mandates, and, unnecessary time delays in facilitating record transfers, enrollment and even delays in getting free and reduced lunch forms completed accurately and timely. 
Second, it is replicable with minimal operating costs utilizing local, unrestricted or grant funding. Even without the assignment of a half-time position, social services agencies and public school systems can collaborate to develop communication, enrollment and school transfer protocols around children in foster care and work to educate their staff on the educational needs and challenges of children in foster care.

Third, it promotes what is in the best interest of children and facilitates the well-being of children in foster care. When a child in foster care changes schools multiple times, when no one pays attention to his academic progress or doesn’t understand why he is behind in school, when a school can’t assign a child to the proper class because of a delay in receiving school records the child ultimately suffers. This initiative has positively impacted the child welfare and education systems in Catawba County by improving the educational stability and continuity of children in foster care, and more importantly, positively impacting their academic experiences and overall well-being. 
