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Introduction
The California Foster Youth Education Task Force is a statewide coalition of
more than 25 organizations dedicated to addressing the educational needs of
children and youth in foster care. Formed in 2004, the task force’s cross-disciplinary action teams invest their agencies’ time and resources to forge solutions
at the local and state level.
Since the task force’s inception, one common theme has consistently emerged:
the necessity to increase cross-systems communication and awareness about
education challenges specific to youth in foster care. Channels of communication must be open among the many sectors and individuals who touch the lives
of foster youth. These entities include foster parents, educators and education
administrators, child welfare professionals, probation officers, judges, relatives,
and foster youth themselves.

“The foster youth that we all care so much about desperately need us
to find ways for child welfare workers, judges and educators to work
better together to erase the disparities in academic achievement between foster youth and the rest of the school population…Disparities
that have been accepted as inevitable for too long.”
—Senator Darrell Steinberg
Opening Remarks, 2007 CA Foster Youth Education Summit

The convening of the 2007 California Foster Youth Education Summit was a
critical step in this direction. Sponsored by the California Foster Youth Education Task Force, Casey Family Programs, and the Child and Family Policy
Institute of California, this summit brought together, for the first time, teams of
youth, parents, and professionals representing education, child welfare, probation, and the courts from across the state. After ten months of in-depth, preparatory work by members of the Task Force, on January 23, 2007, more than
300 professionals, youth, and parents gathered to discuss issue briefs identifying
complicated issues that continue to affect foster youth education in California.
This unprecedented cooperation led to joint recommendations in six areas:

“For a foster youth whose education was
not taken seriously while in care, it felt
empowering to sit on a panel and make
recommendations in front of people that
have foster youth’s educational best interests at heart.”
—Zairon Frazier, Advisory Board Chair,
California Youth Connection

1. Early Childhood Education and Care
2. Academic Supports
3. Educational Decision Making and Parental Notice
4. Postsecondary Education and Training Programs
5. Data Collection and Sharing
6. AB 490 Implementation
During the summit, six cross-disciplinary workgroups discussed a specific issue
brief and defined a series of recommendations. Each workgroup then presented
its recommendations to a joint panel of thirteen members of the California State
Assembly, chaired by Majority Leader Karen Bass and Assemblyman Bill Maze,
and members of the California Blue Ribbon Commission on Children in Foster
Care, chaired by California Supreme Court Justice Carlos Moreno.
The specific recommendations range from proposing incremental changes to
improve local communication and collaboration, to encouraging large-scale data
collection to improve our understanding of foster youth educational status and
achievement rates. This report provides a summary of the recommendations on
each issue. It includes an appendix of the policy briefs prepared for discussion at
the summit.
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Background
The maxims that hold true for educating all of America’s youth take on added
urgency for youth in foster care. These young people have suffered the trauma
of abuse and neglect. Their time in foster care is often characterized by frequent
changes in home and school placement, with a resulting lack of stability on
almost every front.
Multiple school placements lead to lost school records, delayed enrollment,
neglected special education needs and the absence of critical support services.
These impediments serve to undermine academic achievement, self-esteem, and
a sense of place within each student’s school community. Huge proportions of
California’s 75,000 foster children are struggling in school. 75 percent are working below grade level, an estimated 83 percent are held back by the third grade,
and 46 percent eventually drop out of high school.1
When I left foster care on my 18th birthday, I found that the world
didn’t care about my labels, what was wrong and needed to be fixed.
The world still required from me the same things that it required from
the highest functioning, successful youth: a place to live, skills to get a
job with, to be literate and have a high school diploma, to have money
to turn on my lights and phone…of course, I had none of these basic
things. I had only the heavy labels placed on me…their expectations
were only negative.
—Jennifer Rodriguez, J.D., California Youth Connection
Digital Voices Video

The link between school stability and educational success is also clear for the
thousands of former foster youth struggling to achieve success in vocational
arena and in higher education. Two to four years after leaving care, half of these
young people still do not have a high school diploma or GED, and fewer than
ten percent enter college, although 70 percent express a desire to do so.2 Nearly
one-third end up on public assistance within 15 months, and eventually, more
than one third will be arrested or convicted of a crime.3

“I was in nine different group homes as

Educational success, then, is vital to supporting adult accomplishments, building self-worth and instilling hope for the future. Positive school experiences are
critical to grade-level performance, promotion, and high school graduation,
as well as successful transition to adulthood. As the Child Welfare League of
America states, “for youth leaving the child welfare system, education is their
best hope of achieving independence in adulthood.” Positive and consistent
school experiences and participation in extracurricular activities also provide the
opportunity for young people without permanent family ties to form important
lasting connections with adults—an important predictor of success in navigating
an increasingly complex society.

was [just] glad to get out of the shelter,

a teenager. The one stable thing in my
life was my high school…. When I got
moved to the children’s shelter, school
staff took turns picking me up to make
sure that I got to school. At the time, I
but in retrospect I realize that was the
most powerful thing somebody could
have ever done for me—made sure I
got an education.”
—Tony, 22 in A Rage to Do Better

Fortunately, in California, the poor outcomes these youth often face have
received some recent attention and legislative response. In 2003, the California
Legislature passed AB 490 (Steinberg), landmark legislation that became effective on January 1, 2004, with the goal of ensuring school stability and educational opportunity for foster children. In 2004, AB 1858 (Steinberg) was passed.
This bill was designed to improve the quality of education provided at nonpublic schools by requiring them to meet the same standards as public schools for
appropriate curricula, qualified teachers, and adequate materials and supplies.
In addition to these efforts, the recent expansion of the California Foster Youth
Services Program, run by the California Department of Education, significantly
increases the number of foster children who receive educational and support
services through grants to 57 counties.
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“While significant progress has been
made to address the educational
barriers faced by California’s foster
children and improve their opportunities for academic success, there is
still much more that needs to be accomplished.”
—Jack O’Connell, California Superintendent for Public Instruction
Opening Remarks, 2007 CA Foster
Youth Education Summit

Great advances have also taken place in postsecondary education. Campus liaisons, whose purpose is to shepherd youth from foster care through the intricate
maze of postsecondary education, have been established in the California Community Colleges through the recent Foster Youth Success Initiative sponsored by
the California Community College Chancellor’s Office. Model programs (such
as Guardian Scholars) that provide comprehensive personal and scholarship
support services to college students at four-year institutions, meet with growing
support and are spreading to campuses throughout the state. These represent
some positive strides in responding to the challenges to educational attainment
for foster youth.
Despite California’s progress, however, the widespread need and the negative
impact on the lives and futures of thousands of children require us to do more.
AB 490, while a giant step forward, is still far from being fully understood and
implemented by child welfare and education professionals. Strong pockets of
innovation and systemic cross-collaboration exist in many counties and local
school districts, but they currently reach only a small percentage of youth in
need. A lack of communication, cooperation, and integration is still the norm
across the many different systems which touch the lives of foster youth daily.
Despite the painful statistics and ongoing struggles, children in foster care, like
all young people, are full of talent and potential. When they meet with ongoing
encouragement and support, stable home and school environments, high expectations, and the tools to become successful, they have the potential to thrive as
adults.
The California Foster Youth Education Task Force meets monthly to ensure
implementation of the recommendations below, and teams continue to meet
and work across systems at the county level. We invite you to participate in
helping our foster children to thrive by supporting full educational opportunities and the implementation of these recommendations.

SUMMIT RECOMMENDATIONS
I. Early Childhood Education and Care
Short and long-term studies demonstrate that children who participate in early
education programs have better language, early literacy, and early math skills.
Our growing understanding of how early education and care benefits future
academic success has led to a number of early education supports and initiatives
in California in recent years.
Unfortunately, foster children from birth to age five are often not considered in
discussions about early childhood education programs that can provide critical foundational and developmental support to prepare them to learn. This age
range includes more than 50 percent of the children who enter foster care for
the first time in California.4
Yet the children are not systematically provided access to available early childhood education and sources. Moreover, early child care providers and teachers may not be familiar with the challenges faced by children who have been
removed from their homes because of abuse or neglect and placed in foster care.
Conversely, child welfare workers may not be familiar with the education and
care needs of children under age five, the related needs of their care and education providers, or available programs, services and funding possibilities. The
Workgroup on Early Childhood Education and Care recommends that policy
discussions about both access to early childhood education in California and
about foster youth education outcomes include consideration of foster children
from birth to age five, and that the following recommendations be implemented
to adequately support their early education, care, and development.
“The Foster Youth Education SumRecommendations:

mit was a tremendous opportunity to
learn from the students. As a judge, I

Align Court Proceedings with Early Childhood Development and Educational
Milestones

came away with a clear understand-

Ensure that court hearings, visitations, and case plans take into account a child’s
developmental milestones. Train child welfare workers to incorporate these
developmental needs (cognitive, mental health, physical health, and emotional
health) when assessing and defining educational needs for all babies and children, not just those in prekindergarten or kindergarten.

implemented or followed, and what I
must do in my oversight role to ensure
the rights of foster youth are being
protected.”

Increase Resources for and Attention to Very Young Foster Children

Increase the number of qualified people working with foster children under age
six. For example, create incentives for mental health employees to pursue additional training and education credentials for this population. Distribute Prop.
63 training dollars to increase the appropriate services available to these children
and to increase training for those who work with children under age 6 who are
in or at risk of entering foster care.



ing of areas where the law is not being

—Honorable Dean T. Stout, Inyo
County Superior Court
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Reinforce Existing State Laws

“I am a former foster youth and
a college graduate. We need
former foster youth to serve as
mentors for foster youth.”
—Amber Lane
Youth testimony to the
legislature during the summit

Define and enforce accountability regarding timely updates of children’s Health
and Education Passports (HEPs) for mandatory developmental assessments and
provide them in a timely fashion to the courts and to the child’s care provider.
Require the courts to ensure that the child’s educational needs are being met,
including the appointment of an educational representative to ensure the child’s
educational needs are being effectively addressed, if after careful assessment, the
parent is found to be unable or unwilling to do so.
Ensure Continued Medi-Cal Eligibility

Realign Medi-Cal eligibility to follow each child. Currently, Medi-Cal funding stops when a child is moved to a placement in a new county, or when court
jurisdiction transfers to a new county. This inevitably causes extensive delays
in services and violates federal IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act) regulations. Since Medi-Cal supplies much of the education/development
resources for these children, each hiatus results in lost class time and disrupted
educational opportunities.
Ensure Access to Quality Preschool for Foster Children

Ensure that foster children under age six have access to free, high quality
preschool. Provide resources for transportation, assessments, and training for
preschool and childcare providers in the unique emotional needs of children in
foster care.

II. Academic Supports
Foster youth who struggle academically are entitled to receive a variety of
educational services and programs that address a wide range of academic needs
and issues. Nonetheless, the Foster Youth Services (FYS) 2006 Report to the
Governor and the Legislature notes that “[a] majority of foster youth students
are academically deficient . . . [and that] seventy-five percent of foster youths are
working below grade level.”
Our educational system is not designed to respond to the multiple placements
and frequent school changes that characterize the lives of youth in care. As we
have noted, this is a primary barrier to the delivery of appropriate academic
support services. For children in care, frequent moves and inconsistent parental oversight often result in lost school records, delayed enrollment, neglected
special education, and other critical support services. With this in mind, the
Workgroup on Academic Supports discussed six major issues and defined policy
and practice recommendations to help ensure that services are implemented and
remain consistent even as children in care move from county to county.



The six major issues are:
•

Students at Risk of Retention

•

Quality of Services to Meet Academic Needs

•

Special Education

•

English Learners and Limited English Proficient Students

•

Migrant Students

•

No Child Left Behind

Recommendations:
Coordinate Child Welfare, Education, Mental Health, and Probation Systems to
Improve Communication and Coordination

Align these systems, including data management, on the county level, to enable
institutions to work together so that all stakeholders can access timely and upto-date information. Improve collaboration among these systems by replicating
the AB 2216 Child Welfare Leadership Council that was created to improve
cross-system functioning at the state level. Implement similar councils at the
county level to ensure that leaders in child welfare, education, mental health,
and probation conduct regular meetings to address key issues, such as academic
support, across all of these systems.

“Children in foster care typically
don’t have positive family support
and guidance and it’s our collective
responsibility to provide this for them
through public/private partnerships

Increase Teachers’ and School Administrators’ Understanding of Foster Youth

Train educators at the school level to understand how the foster care system
works and increase their awareness of and sensitivity to the rights and needs of
foster youth and the many challenges they face. Include caregivers, foster youth,
teachers, administrative staff, and other stakeholders in trainings so that everyone shares a similar foundation of knowledge and understanding.

and regional K-18 partnerships that
include all affiliated agencies. These
are our kids and they are part of all
of our futures; we each have a role in
filling in the gap left by the absence
of consistent parental support. When

Ensure Academic Readiness for Graduation

Institute graduation assessments beginning in 9th grade to educate youth about
graduation and University of California/California State University credit
requirements. Explore statewide standardization of credit calculation and high
school graduation requirements. Study the impact of the CAHSEE (California
High School Exit Exam) on foster youth and create waiver opportunities for
students who have not been adequately prepared.

foster children are given the opportunity and support they need, they can
achieve phenomenal success.”
—Jack O’Connell, California Superintendent for Public Instruction
Opening Remarks, 2007 CA Foster

Expand and Enhance the Role of Foster Youth Liaisons

Clarify the role of dedicated foster youth liaisons as mandated through AB
490 and fully fund them in each district with county, state, and federal support. Ensure that foster youth liaisons are trained and knowledgeable about the
services and supports available in their district to children and youth in foster
care, including those who are also ELL/LEP students (English Learner/Limited
English Proficiency).

Youth Education Summit
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Ensure Access to Services Provided by the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act

Increase attention to the impact of the federal NCLB act on foster youth and to
the need for greater access to services and programs available for foster children
and youth under NCLB. Explore the possibility of defining foster youth as a
subgroup of the NCLB for purposes of meeting the “adequate yearly progress”
benchmark.
Address Issues Affecting Students at “Risk of Retention” Early in the School Year

Amend notice provisions to ensure timely alerts of changes in students’ educational status to all stakeholders, including holders of educational rights (as
defined in the following section), social workers, the court, etc. Ensure that
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and other school documents—report
cards, conference notes—follow children from school to school, and are faithfully implemented.
Explore Statewide Implementation of Promising Tutorial and Academic Support
Programs

Consider replicating such programs as the Contra Costa County Credit Retrieval program and the San Diego County Tutor Connection, an innovative
collaboration between public and private child welfare, K–12 education, and
higher education that provides academic tutoring to foster youth while educating future teachers about foster care.

III. Educational Decision Making and Parental Notice
“The Foster Youth Education Task

Schools and child welfare agencies that do not have information about
who is responsible for making educational decisions for foster youth

•

Parents, or those who retain the right to make educational decisions, who
are not always informed about essential issues, such as discipline (including suspension and expulsion), retention decisions, special education,
availability of supplemental services, etc.

•

Parental involvement in the education of foster youth, however, is extremely
problematic. Too often, children in foster care are left in a state of limbo concerning the status of their parents and the extent to which their parents retain
the right to make educational decisions for them. Other issues that can compound parental notice and educational decision-making problems include:

workgroup recommendations go a
long way toward developing a sys-

The right to receive the results of their child's performance on standardized tests

complishments. This is vital both for

•

The right to examine curriculum materials

can’t afford to waste a single one of

•

The right to be informed of their child's progress in school

our children.”

•

The right to access school records

•

The right to be notified, as early in the school year as practicable, if their
child is at risk of retention

the children and for our society—we

—Miryam J. Choca
Casey Family Programs and Chair,
CA Foster Youth Education Task

Recommendations:

EDUC. CODE § 51100(a)-(b)

Member

positive educational outcomes. These

•

Director and former School Board

we have created.”

owes them every opportunity to attain

tem which supports educational ac-

—Robert Taniguchi, Child Welfare

lish to sustain the momentum that

children from their parents, society

The right to be notified of absences on a timely basis

Develop Uniform Protocols on Determination of Education Rights Holders

the teams that counties can estab-

cess. Because we’ve removed these

•

The Legislature finds and declares… involving parents and
guardians of pupils in the education process is fundamental to
a healthy system of public education…. Research has shown
conclusively that early and sustained family involvement at
home and at school in the education of children results both in
improved pupil achievement and in schools that are successful
at educating all children, while enabling them to achieve high
levels of performance.

for our foster youth is a model for

important foundation for adult suc-

In order for parents and guardians of students enrolled in public schools to
stay informed and participate in their children’s education, the Workgroup
on Educational Decision Making and Parental Action defined recommendations based on a wide variety of rights that must be ensured. Educational
rights include all of the following:

Increase Understanding of Educational Rights in the Delinquency System

secure better educational outcomes

“Next to family, education is the most

Educational decision makers who do not always receive information
about appropriate educational placements and available options

Parental notice is a key element of California’s Education Code. The value of
parental involvement in the educational lives of all children, which is also recognized by federal law, is well summarized in the following statute:

Force that has worked together to



•

Force

Probation officers, public defenders, judges, and others in the court system
must understand and receive training about educational rights in order to
ensure that youth who come to them from foster care have full educational
rights and access, and are fully represented.

Identify all stakeholders—lawyers, social workers, schools, districts—and
work with them in developing protocols to determine who is responsible for
overseeing the status of educational rights and training curricula.
Provide Regular Updates of Education Rights Status

Ensure that information on educational rights holder is included in each
status review hearing in dependency and delinquency court.
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Develop a Method for Notifying Surrogates

Ensure communication among all individuals responsible for meeting educational needs, making educational decisions, or supporting the educational
outcomes for foster children.
“My goal continues to be to have
foster youth treated as we would
treat our own children.”
—Assembly Majority Leader
Karen Bass

Amend JV 535 Form

Simplify the form that the courts use to limit the rights of the parent and appoint a responsible adult as an educational representative.

IV. Postsecondary Education and Training Programs
Youth from foster care who graduate high school and go on to attend postsecondary education or vocational training struggle with a host of practical,
psychosocial, and emotional issues. These range from wrestling with complex
application and financial aid processes to a lack of parental support, mentoring,
and tutoring—and having nowhere to live when dorms are closed during school
breaks. According to the Institute for Higher Education Policy, other obstacles
that foster youth face include:
•

A lack of independent living and study skills

•

Financial strain and the resulting preoccupation with these concerns

•

A lack of information about available assistance

•

A lack of familiarity within the educational systems about the unique concerns
facing foster youth

It is not surprising that, given these daunting challenges, combined with previous trauma, low expectations, and frequent disruptions to their schooling, only
about three percent of foster youth actually manage to complete a postsecondary
degree program within a few years of leaving care.5
Comprehensive support programs for former foster youth, however, can make
a difference. This has been demonstrated by the Guardian Scholars program.
Founded in 1998, this program has a college retention rate of nearly 70 percent
for its participants.6
The Workgroup on Postsecondary Education and Training Programs defined
a series of recommendations in three areas to help improve support for out-ofcare youth in postsecondary education or training programs. The group divided
its recommendations into statewide policy and two areas—early intervention
opportunities and strategies for community colleges and four-year schools—for
local practice implementation:

10

•

Statewide Policy Opportunities

•

Early Intervention Opportunities

•

Strategies for Four-year Schools and Community Colleges

Policy Recommendations:
Learn From Existing Promising Practices

Provide funding through the California Department of Social Services and the
California Department of Education to identify promising practices that can be
replicated throughout the state.
Expand Non-Academic Support for College Students.

Replicate comprehensive support programs, such as Guardian Scholars, so that
they are embedded at all CSU and UC campuses. Provide foster youth with a
single point of contact who can help them learn about resources such as yearround housing; medical, dental, and mental health services; fee waivers; tutoring; and priority registration, in order to help them meet graduation requirements within four or five years.
Teach Educational Advocacy

Include information on educational advocacy in foster parent and child welfare
worker training.
Separate the Responsibilities of Education Specialists and Social Workers

Create an educational specialist position in each county Office of Child and
Family Services (OCFS), rather than using social workers’ time and resources, to
ensure individualized attention to help foster youth succeed and to prepare them
for postsecondary and vocational education choices.
Create a One-Source Resource in Each District

“In February 2006, I received rejec-

Establish a single point of contact in all district high schools whom youth,
foster parents, group home providers, and others can go to in order to discuss
educational issues and learn about postsecondary and vocational education opportunities and preparation.

tion letters from the colleges I had
applied to. I didn’t know about entry
requirements for college and I had
not taken the correct classes. So I
failed two courses on purpose to stay
in the child welfare system until age

Practice Recommendations:

19. What am I supposed to do?”

Early Intervention Opportunities

—Sade
Begin Early to Build College Awareness

Instill the idea of college as an attainable and desirable goal for foster youth,
beginning in 4th grade and continuing through high school. Create opportunities in the 7th and 8th grades for foster youth to visit college campuses. Educate
foster youth regarding the educational programs in which they must participate to be academically prepared for college. Track their academic preparation
throughout high school and provide necessary remediation.

Youth testimony to the
legislature during the summit
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Formalize College Preparation in Freshman Year

Develop Peer Mentorships

Begin formal college preparation in the 9th grade, making sure foster youth
arrange to take all the necessary courses throughout high school. Connect them
with athletic activities, community service, work opportunities, and other
activities to ensure a well-rounded portfolio. Offer college fairs twice yearly and
ensure that foster youth have access to quality academic advisors in high school.

Employ former foster youth as paid mentors and tutors to assist other foster
youth on college campuses.

Maximize the Independent Living Services Program (ILSP)

Extend the ILSP down to 12-year-olds from the current 14-year-olds and
incorporate a college preparation component. Develop high school or college
credit for ILSP courses to help make up for credits and partial credits lost due to
school transfers during high school.

“Foster youth have the same hopes

Block Information Dead-Ends

Train college staff to understand the particular needs of former foster youth in
financial aid, housing, counseling, etc., with the goal of achieving a “no wrong
door” response so that youth are sure to receive the help they need.

every other child has. What they
lack is a supportive parent or other
important person to help them set

Share Knowledge and Resources

Create cross training opportunities and referrals among community agencies
servicing former foster youth in order to maximize educational support.

intermediate goals and achieve
them. That is what we must find
ways to replicate.”

Encourage Student Involvement in College Preparation

Use Existing Resources to Educate College Staff

Utilize existing college access and preparation programs such as Gear Up and
Avid to help increase foster youth’s participation in college preparation.

Use such resources as Casey Family Programs’ It’s My Life: Postsecondary Training
and Support to educate college faculty regarding the foster care system and the
issues that former foster youth face.

Make Academic Support Easily Available
Provide state-financed, quality tutorial assistance in high school to help foster
youth meet requirements specific to entrance to California State University
branches or University of California branches (A–G requirements).

and dreams for their future that

—Senator Darrell Steinberg
Opening Remarks, 2007 CA Foster Youth Education Summit

Expand Opportunities for Growth

Use California Youth Connection (CYC) as a model to create more organizations across the state that offer peer mentorship, youth development, and leadership opportunities.

Share Success Stories
Encourage foster youth to view higher education as a viable option through
the use of digital story technology that shows the success of students in similar
circumstances. Link foster youth who are currently pursuing higher education as
peer mentors with foster youth in high school.

Make Childcare Available on College Campuses

Provide the services needed by former foster youth who are also parents.
Help Overcome Isolation

Provide year-round clustered housing for former foster youth who want the
benefit of a supportive community.
“I will be starting college in a few

Strategies for Community Colleges and Four-Year Schools

weeks. I feel like a lucky one. I

Support the Transition From Two- to Four-Year Colleges

had a good counselor and a sup-

Use existing resources such as college transfer centers to improve the transition
from community colleges (where former foster youth are most likely to begin
their postsecondary education) to four-year schools. Encourage foster youth
attending community college to take one or two classes at a four-year school to
promote success. Support high school students in taking college courses.

portive foster mom.”
—Patrice, Riverside County
Youth testimony to the
legislature during the summit
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Develop Faculty Mentorships

Create one-on-one mentoring connections between foster youth and faculty
members with training in the special needs of these youth. These mentoring
connections should be designed to last throughout the youth’s entire postsecondary educational experience.

V. Data Collection
One key issue in the foster youth education arena is the lack of accurate data
and tracking systems to inform cross-disciplinary decision making and programming. This lack inhibits timely enrollment and academic stability.
Education Code§ 49085 directs the California Department of Education
(CDE) to collect disaggregated educational data on foster youth enrolled in California schools.7 The Workgroup on Data Collection noted, however, that there
is still no inclusive, systematic data on the educational progress of this student
population. The Foster Youth Services 2006 Report to the Governor and the
Legislature points out that the California School Information Services (CSIS)
system “does not currently have the capability to provide disaggregated foster
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youth data.” The report further documents the difficulty encountered by Foster
Youth Services’ programs in accessing data from the many, and often incompatible, systems developed and maintained by collaborative agencies.
“We need our education. We can’t
just be turned away from school
because they say we can’t be enrolled.”
—Claribo
CA Youth Connection, Fresno

Systems compatibility and collaboration across agencies at the state and local
level are essential to establishing quality educational programming and supports
for children and youth in foster care. Also essential are standardized outcome
indicators for educational achievement and systematic retrieval of such data. The
key recommendation from the working group, therefore, is that the CDE establish a statewide data system to facilitate the academic assessment and evaluation
of foster youth in care against other groups of students, to identify the challenges they face, and to improve planning and service implementation.
This system must be able to interface with other state systems, including the
Child Welfare Services/Case Management System (CWS/CMS), and it must
enable school districts to exchange data with one another through technologybased systems.
The Workgroup on Data Collection also defined additional recommendations
to support and facilitate cross-county and cross-system exchanges of information. As the group defined its recommendations, it discussed issues and concerns
regarding potential breaches of confidentiality and privacy that could result from
an exchange of data. These concerns must be given careful consideration as data
systems are developed and must be balanced with the need to improve educational outcomes for foster youth.
Recommendations:
Establish One Statewide System

Establish one statewide data system under the leadership of the California
Department of Education (CDE). This system must be compatible with data
systems run by the CA Department of Social Services, probation, the Department of Mental Health, other relevant agencies, and the judicial system. The
workgroup requests that the CDE (1) select the vendor for a statewide system
and (2) define the essential information that needs to be collected for students in
foster care enrolled in California schools.
Integrate State and County Databases Across Systems

Develop individual county databases that are compatible with the statewide
system, local school district and agency systems, and agencies serving children in
foster care. Mandate cooperative agreements between county child welfare and
education systems.
Establish an Evaluation System

Establish an evaluation and accountability system so that appropriate data can
be gathered, disaggregated, and assessed for all foster youth enrolled in a school
district.

14

Appoint Educational Liaisons

Each child welfare agency should have its own educational liaison to collaborate
with the local school district’s AB 490 educational liaisons to improve the overall
academic progress of foster youth. Having an educational liaison with a background in child welfare helps with the gathering of necessary data and provides a
knowledge base of the child welfare system.
Institute Standing Court Orders

Establish a model standing court order to facilitate the exchange of individual
student records between school districts and child welfare agencies.
Set up an Interagency Committee on Foster Youth Education

Establish a streamlined interagency group charged with making recommendations concerning foster youth education issues to the California Child Welfare
Council.
Mandate Placement Notification                                                                          

Ensure that placing agencies know their obligations under the law concerning school placement. A statewide notice should be sent to every agency that
places a child in a licensed children’s institution. This notice should highlight the
requirement to notify a school district of such a placement and the obligation to
provide any available information on immediate past educational placements.
Mandated school enrollment and discharge forms should be developed for use
by county agencies that place youth in foster homes.
Hold a Future Conference                                                                                       

The workgroup requested an additional two- to three-day data conference
focused on developing viable solutions to barriers and challenges affecting data
exchange problems for youth in foster care.

“I was in foster care at age 1….I had
placement changes once every two

VI. AB 490 Implementation

weeks for awhile and was always

In 2003, the California legislature passed Assembly Bill 490 (AB 490), a historic
and comprehensive set of requirements designed to give students in foster care
equal access to the same educational opportunities and services available to all
students. In response to the disruptions caused by frequent foster home placement changes, the resulting school changes, and other challenges, the California
legislature acted on the need to establish school stability in order to maintain
educational continuity. In addition to the challenges of adjusting to new schools
in new neighborhoods, students in foster care also face enrollment delays, and,
in some cases, loss of access to special education services—all due to the problem
of lost records.

pulled out of my classes. Now I am in
a stable home and am a senior and
will be graduating.”
—Ann, age 17
Youth testimony to the
legislature during the summi

AB 490 changes the landscape by requiring cross-system collaboration among
educators, care providers, advocates, and the juvenile courts. This ensures stable
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school placements and access to services. AB 490 has made significant impact
in some locations across the state, but its implementation has been inconsistent,
and many barriers remain. The cross-system collaboration requirement, for
example, is especially challenging in view of the complexity of the foster care
system and the large number of overlapping systems involved.
To assess progress, the AB 490 workgroup came together to examine the status
of the law’s implementation statewide. The workgroup also examined AB 490’s
relationship to AB 1858, enacted in 2004 to address special education needs for
youth in foster care.

The workgroup consisted of a wide variety of constituents representing a crosssection of the overlapping systems that make up the foster care system: representatives of public and private child welfare agencies, the judiciary, the probation
system, alumni of foster care, foster parents, advocates, and educators. As a
whole, the workgroup identified one central, overarching issue, that of cross-system collaboration. Although AB 490 mandated that agencies work together
across systems to ensure school stability, no single agency or entity bears the
ultimate responsibility of ensuring collaboration. This is probably the largest
stumbling block to consistent implementation of AB 490’s provisions.
The workgroup broke into four subgroups to consider each of the following
needs of students in foster care:
Immediate enrollment in school: Students placed in foster care generally
do better when they remain in the same school. When school changes are
necessary, however, enrollment delays often result due to missing academic
or immunization records. Immediate enrollment is one step towards maintaining educational continuity.

“I was on the run for a year and a half
until someone advocated for me….I
couldn’t stay at the same school so I
ran away. You need someone to advocate for you.”
—Sheena
Youth testimony to the
legislature during the summit

Transportation: Placement in foster care often removes students from their
home neighborhood and school. Youth in foster care are often subjected to
frequent school changes, and studies have shown that each school change
generally results in a loss of academic skills. Lack of transportation is often
the biggest barrier for students hoping to remain in their original school.
Partial credits: When school transfers occur, students should not be penalized for leaving the previous school before the end of a semester. Partial
credits would allow work to transfer more readily from school to school.
Least restrictive educational placements: Federal and California law require students in foster care to be placed in the “least restrictive educational programs” that can meet their academic needs. Essentially, a
student in foster care must be placed into the most inclusive, comprehensive school setting in which he or she can successfully learn. This
means that school districts and educational decision makers cannot
place students into alternative educational placements based solely
on their foster care status or academic performance. Foster care liaisons
within each district would provide valuable reviews of school placements.
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Recommendations:
Clarify Responsibility for Enforcing AB490 Provisions

Even the most collaborative jurisdictions have difficulty coordinating efforts
without the oversight of a central authority. The workgroup recommends that
one single agency be given authority to oversee AB490 compliance.
A related practice recommendation is to train members of all systems on the
unique education needs of students in foster care. Training is necessary for child
welfare professionals, public K–12 and postsecondary educators, the judiciary,
advocacy groups, substitute caregivers, and probation workers. Youth advocates
and birth family members (who generally hold education signing rights) also require training. The training should include the mandates and limitations of AB
490 and AB 1858 as well as the significance of educational stability for future
outcomes.

“Today I came to this foster youth
education summit and it changed
my mind about college.”
—Daniel, Riverside County
Youth testimony to the
legislature during the summit

Allow Immediate Enrollment When School Placement Change Is Necessary

When foster care placement makes it necessary to change schools, students
should be allowed to enroll immediately in the new school without having to
wait for records to be sent from the previous school. It is also important for
records to be portable so that new school officials will be aware of the particular
education needs of youth in foster care. Enhanced collaboration and communication across systems is vital. To avoid confidentiality problems, however, it is
necessary to limit cross-system communication to educational issues.
Provide Transportation to the School of Previous Enrollment

Transportation is often the biggest obstacle to keeping students in foster care
in their home schools. Funding transportation costs would allow students to
remain in their home schools when it is in their best interests to do so.
Calculate and Allow Transfer of Partial Credits

Empower the California School Board Association and the California Department of Education to set and disseminate a standard method of calculating
partial credit accumulation so students do not lose credits with each new school
placement.
Use Foster Care Liaisons Provided by AB 490 to Monitor School Placements and
Progress

Foster care liaisons in each school district should assess whether public or nonpublic schools in the district can provide the least restrictive environment and
whether the current placement is appropriate.
Require Inclusion of Any Information Relevant to AB490 Compliance in Children’s
Status Review Reports

This would create a process for ensuring appropriate placements congruent with
the law and would provide an additional vehicle for timely transition to the least
restrictive educational setting.
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Conclusion
Youth in foster care have the same hopes and dreams for their future that every
child has. Unfortunately, their special circumstance—living without the benefit
of a supportive parent (or other important adult) and without stability at home
or school—places them at a severe disadvantage to achieving their dreams. It is
our collective responsibility to provide the support and guidance necessary for
our foster children to overcome the disadvantages they face.
Fortunately, awareness of the special needs and challenges of foster children
is growing, and much work is underway to address systemic obstacles to their
educational achievement and success. But three to four years after passage of
landmark legislation to address challenges, we still are struggling to work out
barriers to implementation and compliance and to train those involved with
foster children about this population’s educational rights and needs.
While this report summarizes the specific recommendations of the workgroups
at the 2007 California Foster Youth Education Summit, some broad themes
emerged to support local implementation and the cross system engagement, collaboration, and resource-sharing needed to ensure academic stability and success
for children in foster care.

“I thought the Summit was very
worthwhile; there were so many good
ideas, and it highlighted for me the
need to collaborate with various entities who work with our children.”

•

Develop measurable systems of Agency/Interagency Accountability

•

Implement the best practices to maintain school continuity and seamless
school transition

•

Improve the court’s engagement and oversight of foster youth education issues

•

Ensure equal access to quality education and educational support services

—Joyce Jones, CWSM
Department of Children’s Services
San Bernardino County

The recommendations in this report include important changes that may be
acted upon immediately by individuals at the local level, including social workers, judges, educators, and others. We also call for policymakers to continue to
work towards lasting, comprehensive, systemic improvements. If we take action
on the recommendations made in this report, while maintaining focus on these
four major points, we will be much closer to ensuring a successful future for
California’s foster children. Working together in new ways, stakeholders from
all systems, and supporters can provide a supportive and comprehensive educational experience from which foster youth can fulfill their potential and realize
their dreams.

18
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Appendix A:
2007 California Foster Youth Education Summit Agenda
January 23, 2007
Radisson Sacramento
500 Leisure Lane, Sacramento, CA
Edgewater Room

9:30

Welcome and Overview
Miryam J. Choca
California Strategies Director
Casey Family Programs
Plenary Session
Senator Darrell Steinberg
California State Senate
Video Presentation

Jack O’Connell
California State Superintendent of Public Instruction
Digital Story

Jennifer Rodriguez
Legislative and Policy Coordinator
California Youth Connection

Endnotes
1

CA Foster Youth Services 2006 Report.

2

Courtney et al., “Midwest Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth: Outcomes at Age 19,”
Chapin Hall, 2005.

3

Courtney et al., 2005.

4

Needell, B., Webster, D., Armijo, M., Lee, S., Cuccaro-Alamin, S., Shaw, T., Dawson, W., Piccus, W., Magruder,
J., Exel, M., Smith, J. , Dunn, A., Frerer, K., Putnam Hornstein, E., Ataie, Y., Atkinson, L., and Lee, S.H. (2007).
Child Welfare Services Reports for California. Retrieved April 9, 2008, from the University of California at Berkeley Center for Social Services Research Web site: http://cssr.berkeley.edu/CWSCMSreports/

5

National Working Group on Foster Care and Education.(2006) Foster Care and Education: Tools and Resources
for Improving the Educational Success of Children and Youth in Foster Care [Brochure]. Seattle, WA: Author

6

See the Web site of the Orangewood Children’s Foundation. Follow the link to the Guardian Scholars Brief
Program Description for more information. Retrieved January 3, 2007, from www.orangewoodfoundation.org
/programs_scholars.asp.

7

20

AB 1858, 2004

Precious Ward

Walk a Mile Project Coordinator
Alameda County Foster Youth Alliance
10:00

Overview: Six Critical Topic Areas
Introduction

Miryam J. Choca
California Strategies Director
Casey Family Programs
Early Childhood Education

Chaired by Chantal M. Sampogna, Attorney
Judicial Council of California — Administrative Office of the Courts
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10:00 (Continued)

Katie M. Ford — Attorney and Equal Justice Works Fellow
Sacramento Child Advocates, Inc.

– participants convene
in assigned workgroup areas for facilitated discussions and
development of proposed solutions.

11:15

Proposed solutions and action planning

Chaired by:

12:15

Lunch in workgroups;

Michelle Lustig, Coordinator
Foster Youth Services
San Diego County Office of Education

2:00

Transportation to Capitol;

A.B. 490 Implementation

Linda Zall, Project Specialist
Foster Youth Services
Sacramento County Office of Education
Academic Supports

Chaired by:
Cerise Grice, Management Analyst
Alameda County Children and Family Services

box lunches provided
buses available in front of the hotel

Reports to members of the Assembly Select Committee on Foster Care, Senators
and the California Blue Ribbon Commission on Children in Foster Care
California State Capitol, Room 4202
3:00

Reports on proposed solutions
Introduced by Stuart Oppenheim and Precious Ward

Leecia Welch, Senior Attorney
National Center for Youth Law

Early Childhood Education

Presented by Katie M. Ford

Transition/Completion Post-Secondary Education and .
Training Programs

A.B. 490 Implementation

Chaired by:

Presented by Michelle Lustig

Tracy L. Fried, Consultant
Fried and Associates

Academic Supports

Gene Howard, Chief Executive Officer
Orangewood Children’s Foundation

Presented by Leecia Welch

Educational  Decision-Making and Parental Notice

Presented by Tracy L. Fried and Gene Howard

Transition and Higher Education

Chaired by:

Educational Decision-Making and Parental Notice

Sarah Vesecky, Attorney
Children’s Law Center of Los Angeles

Presented by Sarah Vesecky
Data Collection and Sharing

Data Collection and Sharing

Presented by Kaye Fredrickson

Chaired by:
Kaye Fredrickson, Education Liaison
Fresno County Department of Children and Family Services

3:45

Laura Tanner-McBrien, Program Manager
Fresno Unified School District

Discussion and public comment chaired by Assembly
Majority Leader Karen Bass

4:30

Closing remarks by Select Committee Co-Chairs
Karen Bass and Bill Maze

Buses available to the airport and the hotel
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Appendix B Sample Policy Briefs
The briefs in this section were prepared ahead of time for the education summit workgroups to identify needs
and guide discussion.
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Appendix C: Summit Backgrounder
The Summit

The 2007 California Foster Youth Education Summit is the first statewide convening of foster youth,
former foster youth and leaders and professionals from education, child welfare, probation and the
courts to address critical issues in foster youth education.
This gathering is an extension of work begun in 2003 when five California teams from across disciplines
attended the first national Higher Education and Child Welfare Summit sponsored by Casey Family
Programs in Washington, D.C. The teams returned home to Los Angeles, Sacramento, San Diego, San
Francisco and the Bay Area, to spearhead multi-disciplinary communication and problem solving on
behalf of foster youth educational needs at the local and state level. That same year, a collaborative in
Los Angeles led by the Children’s Law Center of Los Angeles, sponsored the first Los Angeles Education Summit on needs and challenges facing foster youth education in Los Angeles. In 2004 and 2005
teams traveled to Seattle for two more national meetings addressing foster youth education issues and
continued work in their respective counties. A second Los Angeles Summit was held in 2004 and a first
annual Sacramento County summit was held in 2006.
All of this work contributed to the establishment of the California Foster Youth Education Task Force,
a coalition of 21 organizations co-chaired by Casey Family Programs and the Children’s Law Center
of Los Angeles, working to implement practice and policy change to benefit foster youth educational
outcomes in California. Since 2004, the California Foster Youth Education Task Force has convened
representatives from each of the teams that attended the national summits to address issues at the state
level and to share best practices and forge solutions collectively.
The Challenge

In California today, there are 75,000 foster children and youth in the foster care system. The educational progress of this staggering number of children is a crucial factor in ensuring that each one of them
reaches his or her full potential. While a quality education is key to every child’s successful development
and adulthood, it is especially crucial for children in foster care. Educational success is a source of resiliency, sparks a variety of other opportunities and becomes a positive counterweight to abuse, neglect,
separation and lack of permanent caring family connections. Stable and positive school experiences can
enhance children’s well-being and increase their chances for a successful transition to adulthood and
their ability to contribute to society.
Unfortunately, the educational outcomes for foster youth lag far behind the average student. Although
national and state data are limited, research makes it clear that there are serious issues that must be addressed to ensure the educational success of our children and youth in foster care.
Foster youth face overwhelming challenges in attaining a successful education:
•
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A recent study conducted in connection with legislation to mandate the Foster Youth Service Program
showed that:
•

75% of foster students in California function below their grade level

•

83% are being held back by grade three

•

46% become high school dropouts, compared with 16% of non-foster youth

•

Fewer than 10% of foster youth enroll in college
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Roots of these challenges include:
•

Instability - multiple home removals and placements resulting in numerous school changes and poor
academic performance due to time missed in school and readjustment to new school environments.
•

•

•

43% of California’s foster youth are moved 3 or more times and 11% are moved 5 or more times

Thank you to the members of the CA Foster Youth Education Task Force, the Summit Planning Committee and the chairs of the Summit Work Groups:

Lack of consistent educational monitoring, intervention and support –caretakers such as foster parents
and group home staff often lack the expectations, resources, training and support to systematically provide educational advocacy for children in their care.

Chantal Sampogna and Katie Ford—Early Childhood Education

Systemic issues - a lack of clarity between child welfare and education personnel about shared responsibility for the educational outcomes of foster youth and specific role clarity, and barriers to information
sharing such as incompatible data systems and perceived confidentiality constraints.

Deborah Escobedo, Sarah Vesecky, Amy Levine—Educational Decision Making

Not surprisingly, these poor educational outcomes contribute to instability in future adult life. Challenges
faced by youth within 2 years of leaving foster care include:

Cerise Grice and Leecia Welch—Academic Supports

Michelle Lustig and Linda Zall—AB 490
Gene Howard and Tracy Fried—Higher Education
Kay Frederickson and Laura Tannen McBrien—Data

•

51% are unemployed

•

62% have not maintained a job for at least one year

•

Approximately 40% of former foster youth receive public assistance

•

Approximately 25% experience homelessness

Alicia Carner			

Miryam Choca

•

1 in 5 former foster youth will be incarcerated

Karen Dotson 			

Kathy Dresslar

Deborah Escobedo 		

Katherine Evanson

Jessica Gunderson 		

Karen Grace-Kaho

Kirstina Kling			

Michelle Lustig

Stuart Oppenheim		

Jonathan Pearson

Jennifer Rodriguez		

Erin Saberi

Debbie Staub 			

Britton Steel

Jen Troia 			

Sarah Vesecky

Recent Progress  
•

•

•

Assembly Bill AB490, the landmark legislation authored by then Assemblyman Darrell Steinberg and
passed in 2003, signified a new commitment in California to ensuring school stability and educational
opportunity for foster children in California.
The recent expansion of the Foster Youth Services Program (FYS) administered by the California Department of Education will now provide grants to 57 counties for educational and support services and
increase service from approximately 14,000 children to approximately 35,000 in 2007.
The Guardian Scholars Program, a comprehensive program for foster youth in college that combines
scholarship and personalized life support (e.g., housing, counseling, mentoring, employment and peer
assistance), has grown from serving three students when it first began in 1997 at Cal State Fullerton to
serving hundreds in 20 colleges in California, Washington, Colorado, Indiana and Massachusetts. Momentum is growing to expand and standardize the highly successful model program statewide.

Conclusion

Though there have been important policy and funding improvements recently, a number of areas remain
that need policy attention, and implementation remains an on-going challenge. The intent of this summit, then, is to draw attention to the urgency of foster youth education outcomes, provide policy makers
with the tools they need to address policy issues, and support local implementation through action planning, resource sharing and support.
Working together in new ways, we hope to help the young people raised in our foster care system overcome the numerous daily challenges and obstacles they face in attaining an education and their dreams of
lifelong happiness and success.
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County Welfare Directors Association (CWDA). The purpose of the CFPIC is to
“advance the development of sound public policy and promote program excellence in county Human Services Agencies through research, education, training
and technical assistance.”

Casey Family Programs’ mission is to provide and improve—and ultimately to prevent the need for—foster care. Established by UPS founder Jim Casey in 1966,
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