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INTRODUCTION

Schools and families represent two of the primary contexts within which children develop
(Garbarino, 1992). Successful school experiences supported by positive family involvement
increase the likelihood that children will complete a basic education and successfully transition
to adulthood. Conversely, students who drop out of high school before completion face a greater
likelihood of unemployment and incarceration in their futures (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004;
Coalition for Juvenile Justice, 2001).

Feeling connected to school is a critical factor in promoting resilience and preventing
school dropout and other subsequent negative health and behavioral outcomes (Alexander,
Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; Christenson & Thurlow, 2004; Gilligan, 2000; Lonczak, Abbot,
Hawkins, Kosterman, & Catalano, 2002). Drawing on systems-ecological theory, it is clear that
the family plays an important role in children’s learning and their school attachment. Children’s
learning is best supported by a positive interface between family and school.

For children in out-of-home care, this raises important questions: When a child is not
residing in the home of the biological parent, yet rights have not been terminated, where does
(and should) the interface between school and family fall? What is the role of the substitute
caregiver?

In an effort to better understand individual and system factors that may impact the
educational experiences and choices of youth in care, this paper presents the voices of a group of
youth who ran away from their foster placements and the perspectives of adults who care for or
work with these youth. This group of adolescents may represent a growing population of

“disconnected youth” with motivations and hopes that frequently exceed their opportunities and



accomplishments." We seek to understand better the complex set of factors or systems—
including individual, biological family and foster family experiences, and experiences within the
larger child welfare and public education systems—that influence school engagement for these
youth. These factors may be particularly supportive, particularly detrimental, or mixed. The
goal of this paper is—through the statements of youth in out-of-home care and the professionals
who work with them—to identify those experiences and contexts that might optimize the
likelihood of combined, positive effects for children in care.

In the next section of this paper, we describe two studies on which we draw. We then
synthesize the following themes that emerged in the study interviews, which principally center
on the importance of school and after-school activities:

e the ways in which running away from placement and attending school interact
and conflict

e how their personal circumstances and challenges may impact young people’s
ability to attend and attend to school

e the barriers to reentry once they have left a specific school

e the effects of placement and school mobility

the involvement of adults in the lives of these vulnerable young people.
Finally, we draw on the interviews with child welfare and education professionals to present a
number of recommendations for practitioners and policymakers as they develop and implement

programs for youth in substitute care.

! For a definition and more detailed discussion of “disconnected youth” and educational issues, see Aron & Zweig,
2003 or Levin-Epstein & Greenberg, 2003.
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STUDIES AND METHODS

This paper draws on interview data from two studies conducted by researchers at Chapin
Hall Center for Children for the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services. Together,
the data gathered from interviews in these studies provide an interesting base of knowledge about
education and youth in care at risk of dropping out of school. Below, we briefly describe each
study and the methodology and sample used for the interviews.

Runaway Youth Study

In 2004, Chapin Hall researchers conducted a study to learn why youth ran way from
substitute care (Courtney, et al., 2005). As part of the study, qualitative interviews were
conducted with 46 youth who had run away from care and 16 professionals and foster parents
who worked with these youth. Although the youth were not prompted with specific questions
about school, their comments yielded a number of insights regarding the significance of school
to them, some of the personal circumstances that influenced their attendance and achievement,
and aspects of the structure and functioning of the child welfare and education systems that they
identified as important to their successful engagement with school. The professionals provided
their perspective on the importance of education for the youth and on how the child welfare and
education systems could promote better educational outcomes for them. Select information
about the sample interviewed is provided below; for more detailed information about sampling
and methodology, see Appendix B-1 of Courtney et al., 2005.)

Interviews were conducted with 16 professionals, including child welfare staff and
administrators at various organizations and agencies working with runaway youth, foster parents
who had experiences with youth running away from care, and representatives from the state
agency responsible for foster children, law enforcement agencies, and private service-providing

organizations. Using a semi-structured interview guide, the professionals were asked about



characteristics of youth who ran away from care, why youth ran away from care, their greatest
concerns for these youth and what might be done to prevent them from running away from their
placements. The interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes. As with the youth interviews—and
without being a part of their formal interview questions—the professional participants raised the
topic of the youths’ relationship to school.

Forty-six youth, primarily from Chicago, were interviewed about their experiences as
runaways from out-of-home care. The group was primarily African American (89%), evenly
divided between females (51%) and males (49%), and was largely older teens, with 71 percent
being between the ages of 16 and 18.> The average age of the youth when they were taken into
care was 7.7 years, with 77 percent of the youth reporting that they entered foster care between
the ages of 0 and 9 years.

At the time of the interviews, 78 percent of the youth reported they had experienced
between three and nine placements, with the average being six placements. However, six youth
simply reported “a lot” of placements—stating there were too many to recall. Forty-one youth
(91%) reported that they had run away from care more than once. The median number of days
youth reported being on the run was 60—27 percent were gone less than a week; 18 percent were
gone from 1 to 3 weeks; 16 percent were gone from 1 to 3 months; 24 percent were gone from 4
to 12 months; and 13 percent were absent from their placements for a year or more.

Interviews took place in youths’ current placement locations and lasted about 60 minutes.
The interviewers used an interview guide that asked questions about the youth’s family and
personal history, their experiences running away (e.g., what happened, why they ran, whether

they were running to or from something), activities they were involved in while on the run,

? Two Caucasian, two multi-ethnic, and one Latino youth participated in the study. Six respondents were 14 or 15
years old and seven respondents were 19 or 20 years old. Race, age of entry into foster care placement, current
living circumstances, and number and duration of runs were self-reported at the time of the interview.
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negative things that happened to them (e.g., being robbed, assaulted), their sources of support,
and advice to youth considering running away from care and the child welfare system. However,
without a question on the topic or prompting from the interviewer, 58 percent of the youth
(almost equally divided between females and males) discussed their feelings about school and
the importance of education to their future lives.

Educational Experiences of Children in Out-of-Home Care

Also in 2004, Chapin Hall researchers conducted a study examining the educational
experiences of youth in out-of-home care. As part of this study, caseworkers, foster parents, and
school staff were interviewed about children’s educational environments and how experiences of
abuse and neglect and of being in out-of-home care might impact their education. Topics
targeted by the interview protocol were selected based on preliminary findings from analyses of
administrative data. These topics included academic performance, attendance, school mobility,
and special education, and participants were asked to describe their experiences and roles with
respect to students in care with whom they worked.

The sample included participants affiliated with four schools in Chicago and two schools
in large metropolitan areas outside Chicago. In Chicago, purposive sampling was used to select
four schools. For each school, participants were selected based on their affiliation with a student
in care attending one of those schools. Outside Chicago, convenience sampling was used to
select two caseworkers, two foster parents, and two school staff from a school in each of two
large metropolitan areas outside Cook County. The final sample consisted of 31 interviews,
including 5 school case managers or counselors, 4 principals, 12 caseworkers, and 9 foster
parents, and 1 staff member at a residential care facility. The interviews took place in the offices
of the respondents or the homes of foster parents and typically lasted between 60 and 90 minutes.

(For more detailed methodological information, see Appendix A in Smithgall et al., 2004.)



Analytic Approach
In both studies, participants provided verbal consent for the interviews, and all interviews
were audiotaped and transcribed. Thematic analysis was used to search for recurring patterns
and to identify core consistencies in the data. To check the validity of the codes and
interpretations, project staff reviewed data within a code and discussed whether the coded
schema and interpretation fit, based on their perspective and substantial knowledge of the topic.

Discrepancies were discussed until consensual validation was met.



THE CENTRALITY OF SCHOOL

Two separate studies yielded the findings discussed here. Although interviews for the
runaway study did not include questions about school, the subject of attending school surfaced
repeatedly. Interviews for the education study included no questions about runaway youth; yet,
many study participants expressed particular concerns about these young people. The findings
we report here highlight a significant gap between the education and child welfare systems in
serving these youth. In fact, the findings indicate clearly a need to focus on the particular
circumstances of youth who run away from their out-of-home placements.

Recognizing the Importance of School

They are losing their childhood and losing their future because they are not in

school and they will be on a track that will end up in prison. They won’t have an

education, job skills, [or] positive relationships and their futures will be doomed.

A dominant theme in the interviews with adults in the runaway study was their concern
about young people’s connection to school and a firm belief that an inadequate or incomplete
education would not prepare the youth for adulthood. They recognized that many of the youth
who ran away did not have a good attachment to school, or if they were in school, that they were
generally not performing well in their coursework or satisfactorily progressing with their peers.
One administrator remarked that youth who ran away were uncomfortable being in school with
children who were succeeding when they were not. Everyone acknowledged that it is a
challenge to keep the youth engaged in positive educational pursuits under their difficult
circumstances. Yet, they noted that most of the youth wanted to attend school, and concluded
that the child welfare system had to identify how to engage disconnected youth in school and to
think creatively about ways to sustain their engagement in their education while they were living

in care.



Twenty-five of the 46 youth interviewed talked about the importance of school and of
academic achievement for several reasons—to achieve material goals, to have the ability to
create a future for themselves, and to demonstrate they had positive attributes that they regarded
highly.

I got to go to school. Idon’t want’a be dumb. I want’a go to work. I want’a have
my own money. I want my own apartment.

My twin sister just graduated this Friday and it hurt me because I wanted to
graduate too. . .It’s just something that [ want to do. I want to become somethin’

Many of the youth articulated their life goals in terms of educational accomplishment—
primarily finishing high school or a GED program, or attending college or a trade school— or
viewed their educational accomplishment as a means to other goals, such as getting a good job or
acquiring money.

The youth who described their school achievement made statements about the pride they
felt in achieving good grades and being selected for the honor roll or their consistent attendance
at school, or said that they liked being a student.

Myself, I go to school. I'm startin’ to get good grades now and I’m stayin’ in school.
I used to love school so much I never wanted to leave. . . . I was a straight A student.

For some, the desire to maintain or improve their academic performance stemmed from a
motivation to stay with their peers. One youth described attending summer school as his primary
focus so that he could graduate with his class— an achievement that few children in care
accomplish.

I need something to get back on the right track [emphasis not added] ... [my caseworker]

she said I done messed up too many times. . . . . All I want to do is go to summer school. .
. [and] get me in the soccer program. . . . [I want] to be a senior next year, in my right
grade.

It follows then, that academic or behavioral struggles that result in youth being removed from

their peers might eventually compromise the motivation to continue pursuing academics.



Many of the youth said they acquired the maturity to appreciate the value of an education
after being out of school for a period of time or when they came to understand the limited
options that were available to them. For some, their education became important with the
recognition that they would soon age out of foster care and need to support themselves.

"Cause I haven’t been in school in like 2 - 2 ¥2 years and it’s kind of getting to me

now ‘cause I’ll be 17 next month and I'm supposed to be getting ready to get out

of high school. But if you ain’t got no credits you ain’t going nowhere.

I’ve missed out on a lot of education that I needed.

Going On Run or Going to School

Several professionals believed “a kid who’s experiencing success [in school] isn’t going
to run.” One agency professional said that attachment to school might prevent some youth from
running away.

If you’ve had them in [school] activities all day and homework and after school stuff. . .

by the end of the day they’re ready to go to sleep. They’re not ready to head out the

window and go running the streets. . . .

Youth, however, said that running away prevented school attendance rather than the
reverse. Remarkably, several youth attended or attempted to attend school in spite of their
runaway status because they believed that missing school meant missing something important to
them.

I mean there was one time when I was gone for a year and I was still trying to go

to school. I mean, when I go on run I try to go . . . ’Cause I know, I knew— that’s

the only way to become anything in this world is if you go to school.

Other young people described a tension between the desire to be in school, on the one
hand, and determination to remain on run, on the other, in order to avoid difficulty or danger at
home or in placement.

I didn’t plan to stay away that long cause I wanted to stay in school so I
wouldn’t like fall behind in my grades and things. . . .But like the first time |

ran away I kept going to school. ’Cause she [my grandmother] didn’t come
looking for me. But the second time I knew she’ll come looking for me. So
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that’s why I didn’t go. But I wanted to keep going. But if I would have went
up there, she would have came up there. . .she knew my dean and my dean
would have probably, you know, found me somewhere in the class or came in
my class and got me or something. So I didn’t go.

Yeah they are all like all right you need to turn yourself in. That is the only

way you are going to get back in school because I tried everything. I called

my school and would be like hello my name is such and such will you please

fax the [records] and they don’t fax the records for you and stuff because they

are not suppose to and if they would have I would probably would have been

mad about it 10 years from now. . . . I don’t know, I was like I just wanted to

be back in school.

In spite of their efforts to attend school while absent from their placements, most of the

youth either had to sacrifice their education or return from the run in order to reenter school.

[Running affected my education] a lot. It affected it when I stop going. . ..

That’s what made me come back because I need, I want to get my high school

diploma or my GED. That’s why I’'m back now, attending school.

According to one child welfare caseworker, schools are one of the first places that they look
for—and frequently find—a child when he or she runs away from placement.

Foster parent tells me that the child has not returned home, therefore he’s not in

school and just because he runs away doesn’t necessarily mean that, like I said there

have been kids who have run away and actually go to school and the schools don’t

catch it, that is a possibility, but we’re suppose to do follow up calls and find the kids

that have run away, and one of the things is to call school and see when the last time

they have attended....I told the foster parent then to call the police and call them in as

a run away, and that’s pretty much protocol.

After-School and Extracurricular Activities
After-school and extracurricular activities represent additional opportunities for youth to

connect to school. They also provide opportunities for the adults—caseworkers and foster
parents—to interface with the school and demonstrate their interest in and support for youth in
care. Harker et al. (2003) found that only 54 percent of children in care reported “having
someone who attends school events.” In fact, some youth in care may need the adults in their

lives to help them seek out and secure additional opportunities and to help them adjust to

participating in them.
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A few of the male youth interviewed specifically noted that participating in the
school’s extracurricular activities was a deterrent to running away.

I got’a stop [running away] cause if I get on the basketball [team] . . . when I get
back on the basketball team I ain’t gonna have no other choice but to stop.

On the other hand, one of the youth interviewed struggled when he encountered a school
culture that was unfamiliar to him. Although he said that he was engaged in school before he ran
away, this inner-city youth could not connect to a middle-class suburban environment. He said
he was “used to the streets” and continued

I mean everybody else out there [the suburbs] was into some type of sports or after-

school activity or something. I ain’t never did that before . . .“I should’a got on the

basketball team. That for sure would’a made me not run away.”

The benefits of participation in after-school or extracurricular activities can be enhanced
if foster parents, caseworkers, or other adults actively support their involvement in those
activities.

The Impact of Personal Challenges

For many of these youth, there is a pull toward school—for achieving life goals, for
accessing meaningful relationships and activities, and for maintaining a sense of continuity.
However, for some, the stresses and traumas they experience thwart their intentions to attend and
engage meaningfully in school. Several youth accounted for their absence from school as a
consequence of personal and stressful circumstances related to their families, to earlier traumas,
and to difficulties or instabilities in their placements.

I won’t go to school ‘cause my mama was in a coma . . . my mind wasn’t really

set on going to school. I was set on going to the nursing home where my mother

was so she [my sister] used to always get on me about not going to school and all

that and we used to always fight . . . I was already confused because I didn’t know

like is my mama going to wake up out of the coma....

I got pregnant [from a rape], I had a baby, but that wasn’t the reason for my
grades falling I just had a lot of tension on my back, a lot of recent family deaths
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and it was just a lot of stuff going on in my life. And taking care of a baby and
being raped in the process not once but twice, it was just a lot on me.

I was still going to school for a little while . . . then once my friend’s mama got into it
with her boyfriend and stuff I had to leave . . .

Difficulties of Re-Entry to School

Despite the fact that they acknowledged the importance of school, and that many youth
who ran from substitute care tried to attend school, it was difficult to reenter after they were
dropped from a school’s enrollment. Whether it was family problems or problems within the
placement that caused them to run—or multiple placements that caused changes in schools—
reengagement with school was challenging for the youth and their caseworkers.

A few youth were impatient with caseworkers who were not able to get them successfully
enrolled in school after a placement move.

The caseworker that I have now, it took her like since February to try and schedule me

another appointment to get me back in school. That don’t make sense. She claimed she

had been trying to find me another school, all the way until the 12" of this month . . .she

just got me tested. That don’t make sense.
One youth abandoned her placement and ran to a relative’s house because of her caseworker’s

delay in enrolling her in school.

...I'was over there [in the placement] for like a couple of months and they hadn’t gotten
me in school and they hadn’t done anything, so I was like you know what, forget this...

The role of the caseworker in getting them back in school was not clear to many of the
young people we interviewed. They did not know whether the caseworker was only to make
arrangements or was also to accompany them to school. One youth described trying to enroll in
summer school after returning from a run. He knew his caseworker had scheduled an
appointment for him with a school counselor; however, the principal required that the
caseworker bring the youth to school. Ultimately, he did not register for summer school because

the adults had failed to coordinate with each other.
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So he [principal] was like you could come back [to school]. You just got to bring your
caseworker up here. She ain’t never come over there with me. I'm like can I sign up for
summer school? . . . I was supposed to meet the counselor. The counselor was like my
caseworker scheduled me, but she didn’t come. They ain’t let me go upstairs so [ had to
go out the building or else I was goin’ be trespassing. So I just left.

The adults seemed equally unsure about who should be taking responsibility for enrolling or re-
enrolling students in school. Foster parents described the enrollment process as being tolerable,
complex, and/or difficult, and felt as if they were getting the runaround as they attempted to get
the required documentation to enroll a child. Foster parents are often reliant on caseworkers—as
representatives of the state—for documentation or anything requiring legal authorization.

School officials were described by foster parents and caseworkers as participating only
by providing information to the parent about what type of documentation was needed in order to
facilitate the school transfer. In both foster parents’ and child welfare caseworkers’ account of
the process, the role of the caseworker was typically described as providing documentation
assistance when and if asked for by the foster parents. However, from both foster parents’ and
DCEFS caseworkers’ accounts of the enrollment process, the primary responsibility for enrolling
the student remained with the foster parent.

One caseworker gave an account of a 17-year-old on her caseload who had not been
working or going to school:

She used to go to [her old school] when she was in a placement near that area . . . and

then she left that placement area and she kind of moved around a little bit . . . she dropped

out and we put her in [another school]. That didn’t work out because . . . she got exited
from the program for noncompliance . . . now she decided she wanted to go back to [her
old school] again. . . . She just said that she’s [enrolled] . . . but she was already on the

roster . . . they never really took her out cause they never really stopped her from there . .

. she was never officially taken out of there . . . according to her

[interviewer: so they didn’t need any documentation?]

and if they did she would have that material too because she still has her things like her

physical . . . she has the 906 form that proves she is living there. . . . I wasn’t the reason

why she wasn’t being enrolled quickly. I still did have to gather the information but it
wasn’t due to the school. It was due to the youth you know. She’s running and not doing

what she needed to do and so by the time I finally got her settled in a placement then |
was able to do [my part].
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School and Placement Mobility

The incidence and experience of mobility—in schools and in placements—highlight
aspects of the education and child welfare systems that can thwart youth efforts to attend and
complete school. This mobility also represents challenges for caseworkers and school personnel.
Nearly three-quarters of children entering care during the academic year experienced a change in
schools attended during that year (Smithgall et al., 2004). Moreover, many students experienced
school changes in conjunction with placement changes, and placement mobility in Illinois has
risen significantly over the past decade (Zinn, Decoursey, Goerge, & Courtney, 20006).

One caseworker interviewed in the education study noted the adjustment difficulties that
these multiple changes impose on children:

It’s very hard because I don’t like taking kids to new schools. I will be honest with you
because they do have to adjust to a new placement, a new school, a new family . . . even
though it may be they’re typically developing okay it’s a lot to deal with at once so it’s all
just thrown at them . . . that’s why a lot of kids do run away. . . . They don’t want to deal
with it so they run.

This caseworker’s assessment was echoed in the youth interviews. Young people spoke of
missing the continuity of remaining in one school and of difficulty concentrating in school while

adjusting to placement changes.

It affected my schooling. I wasn’t able to have the same friends, I wasn’t able to
have the same teacher, where they know me, where I could play a sport at and be
known throughout my whole 4 years of high school, I wasn’t able to do that. I
was at a different high school my freshmen and sophomore and my junior year.

.. .[Y]ou know that’s why a lot of kids don’t be in school because they going
from place to place to place. It’s hard to focus while you study, or get a place,
here and there and everywhere. I have been to so many grammar schools; it’s
hard to remember them all. That’s why I am trying to get my GED now. . . .I am
older now. Ain’t nobody is holding me back . . . But that was the biggest problem
as far as school when I was growing up. (Interviewer: Was the problem about
school?) It wasn’t the school, just getting placed here and there. Keep on giving
you the runaround ‘cause you got to move here because this situation hadn’t went
right and all that stuff.

Yet other youth who seemed to accept those experiences as part of being in care.
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Yeah, you get used to it after a while. So, excuse me, I had to get used to it. [emphasis
not added] It disrupted my grades a little bit, from time to time.

A school case manager advocated for more proactive supportive services:

The caseworker is making her average round of calls because she has three, four
kids that has to be placed that day. What do they offer that parent when they
bring them? Absolutely nothing! They give you three bodies, they give you your
forms saying that you now have some kind of legal custody and then they take
off. Every time you go to a new school, you know what it’s like to be the new
kid, it sets you back. They need a transition time and usually the counseling
services don’t start until months after or until the complaints start. Why must we
have a complaint before we do something? So when they drop them off, they
should drop them off with—and they will be going to counseling on this day, and
they’ll be seeing this tutor at this location—know your area. Where the library
happens to be, what the school has to offer, after program activities for your kids.
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The Need for Caring Adults

The youths’ need for caring and involved adults was mentioned repeatedly throughout the
interviews. One administrator characterized the young people’s point of view: “I will listen to
what you know, when I know how much you care.”

The youth saw the adults in their lives as potential sources of encouragement, protection,
and help in accessing and providing the resources they felt they needed. One child welfare
administrator told us:

I think a good part of it is that foster children across the board challenge us to be more
than we are.

They expressed both satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the assistance they received from their
teachers at school. Generally, the schools the youth enjoyed attending were associated with
helpful teachers.

The school was good. . . . I had teachers helping me. I, my report card when I was going
to that school, if you look at my report card you see I was doing good.

The youth also expressed frustration and disappointment with their caseworkers, foster
parents, and teachers for failing to help them get engaged and be motivated to be successful in
school.

Their dissatisfactions were focused on not receiving assistance from the classroom teachers or
tutors, or failing to receive special assistance for their learning disabilities. Several youth were
critical of their foster parents who they felt showed a lack of interest in them or failed to be
sensitive to their circumstances. In these cases, the youth associated the foster parents’
deficiencies with their difficulty in engaging and achieving in school.

If I had a nice placement that actually really, really, really cared about me, not just the

money they were applying, and keeping me at school, talking to me . . . motivating me to
go on, give me a pat on the back. I never received none of that.
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People always knew because when the foster parent would come up to the school, they

would just tell them we were foster kids. . . . [P]eople would tease us about being foster

children. And so I really didn’t have friends at school.

Youth found ways to cope with their various placements. One youth, despite his multiple
placements, accounted for his academic success by explaining he was able to find role models to

inspire him.

I felt like once I got around some role models, some males that if you did it why can’t I
do it. I had something that I had to prove and that’s what happened.

The adults interviewed for both the runaway and education studies acknowledged that
some of the youth presented challenges for the child welfare and education professionals who
want to help them. Many of the youth have experienced trauma and the lack of positive role
models. They were not necessarily receptive to intervention and advice from adults who urge
them not to run away but instead to focus on school and preparing for adulthood. One child
welfare professional summarized the difficulty in working with these youth:

The challenges are these kids are in these emerging adult bodies and have emerging adult

thoughts and desires and wishes, and the challenge is to realize that they’re not adults,

that they’re young children in many ways and often in more ways [younger than] children
who have been raised within a family.

There was a significant focus in the interviews on the importance of the adults
consistently demonstrating to the youth that they care about them, in spite of their frustrating,
and often unappealing, behaviors. For some, caring was portrayed as “walking the talk” and
continuing to be accepting of the youth when tested.

[My challenge is] to keep that person [line staff] on an even keel and focused on the fact

that you’re supposed to help this child. Remember this child is not going to be somebody

you like but still you have to do all these things to keep the child going or at least provide
the opportunity.
Other interviewees described caring as “showing respect” for the youth in personal interactions

with them or when speaking about the youth to others when the youth is present.

One caseworker addressed the role of foster parents:
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Continue to nurture, care, show concern. Involve them with interest in the family, so
they can feel part of the family instead of apart from the family [emphasis added].

Similarly, a school principal felt there should be no distinction between the role of a biological
parent and that of a foster parent, advocating for all caregivers to be actively involved:

Students are a lot of times disappointed when they are on stage performing and they can’t

look out and see their parent, foster parent, whomever, that they can’t see a support

system that is out there clapping, applauding them along the way.

All the interviews—those with youth and those with the professionals in the child welfare
and education systems that attempt to help them—underscored the importance of the adults in
the lives of these young people. They underscored as well the difficulties for the professionals in
dealing with the challenges these young people present, and they give evidence of the imperfect

connection between the child welfare and education systems and between these systems and

substitute caregivers.

18



IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

Youth who talked about school in their interviews made it clear that they valued an
education and saw that school had meaning in their lives. Their education was important to them
as a gateway to independence, opportunities, and material goods. In spite of adversity and
challenging life circumstances, these youth expressed a desire to have a better life through a
connection to school.

The child welfare professionals agreed that the child welfare and education systems are
not yet succeeding in providing the necessary support to the youth in achieving positive
educational outcomes.

Education is the one thing that gives kids hope. And, we’ve failed them enormously.

We [need to] start way back with the point they come into care and make sure that the

kids are thriving well in school . . . [and] that they have the skills they need to engage in

after-school activities.

Consistent with comments from the youth, professionals admitted that there were young
people who ran away from their placements while their caseworkers were taking too long to get
them into school. Several people expressed strong disapproval of the school system for making
it “easy for kids not to come back after running away.” A legal advocate suggested that a
resource to help runaways navigate the educational system would be helpful.

One child welfare administrator suggested that the schools needed to be more involved in
child welfare policy because “there are as many school responses as there are school districts.”
Others indicated that the professionals in each system had to find ways to work more
collaboratively in service to these youth.

Promoting positive educational outcomes for children in foster care, particularly those
who have run away from their placements, requires the child welfare and education systems to

enrich their responses and work together to promote the youths’ engagement and success in
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school. From the runaway and education study interviews with child welfare professionals,
foster parents, educators, school counselors, and law enforcement professionals emerged several
suggestions for improving policy and practice.

Provide Better Supports for Academic Achievement

o Recognize that the youth need to experience and be acknowledged for educational
success by placing information about positive academic achievements in their case files

o Assist youth to eliminate subject-matter and skill deficiencies and attain grade-level
abilities with intensive individual home-based tutoring that affords privacy and focus on

the youth

e Periodically establish individual academic achievement objectives, regularly monitor
educational outcomes, and provide resources as needed

o Provide designated educational resources to assist foster children, foster parents, and
caseworkers in navigating the education system and in understanding the range of
educational options available for individual children

Encourage Enrichment Opportunities

e Provide resources to allow youth to participate in after-school activities (e.g., museums,

lessons, classes, cultural events) that can foster positive peer relationships and motivate

them to be engaged in school and in their academic success

o Train foster parents on the importance of attending the school activities of their foster
children and establish requirements for their participation at school events

Improve Strategies for Engaging Youth
e Treat each youth as an individual and tailor programs and interventions to the needs of
the child; employ an approach that focuses on strengths and assets, not just deficits and

problems

o Allow youth to be active participants in reviewing their educational options and making
decisions about their future to engender commitment and responsibility for their actions

o Recruit mentors for youth, including family members, who will encourage and assist
them to define and reach their educational goals

Strengthen Collaboration Between the Education and Child Welfare Systems

o Foster collaborations between education and child welfare administrators as partners in
developing educational policies for children in care
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o Clarify the roles and responsibilities of caseworkers and foster parents for the education
of foster children, including monitoring academic progress and locating resources

e Develop multi-system professional teams (e.g., social work, education, mental health) to
address the educational needs of individual children

There is little argument that youth who run away from their placements, and foster
children more broadly, need caring adults in their lives and child welfare and education systems
that will make the necessary investments to promote their educational well-being. It will require
collaboration, coordination, and communication among those adults who are mandated to work
on behalf of these youth.

Children in out-of-home care need strong advocates who are equipped with the
knowledge and skills to help them navigate the educational system. In the absence of their
biological parents, the child welfare and education systems—through caseworkers, teachers, and
substitute caregivers—must fill this role. These adults working with foster children need to
overcome the institutional impediments, and secure appropriate support services and educational
opportunities for them. These supports and opportunities, coupled with highly motivated and
committed adults, are key factors in increasing the likelihood that foster youth will have positive
academic experiences and outcomes. Foster children’s completion of their high school education

is essential to providing the platform for their successful transition to adulthood.
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