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GIRLS
IN FOSTER
CARE

Girls in foster care are among the country’s most disadvantaged students.
Disproportionately girls of color, they experience high rates of abuse and sexual
violence, are more likely to be young mothers, and are more likely to be involved in
the juvenile justice system. They are also at a higher risk for emotional and behavioral
problems than their peers who are not in foster care! Not surprisingly, these problems
translate into poorer academic opportunities and outcomes. Girls in foster care
experience frequent residential and school changes that affect their ability to stay

in school. In particular, Black girls are 22.9 percent of the girls in foster care but are
the largest group, or 35.6 percent, of girls experiencing more than 10 residential
placements. In addition, girls in foster care lack access to early childhood education
and special education services, and have higher discipline rates, lower achievement
rates, and lower graduation rates. Policymakers, schools, and communities can

make a difference in these girls’ lives by ensuring that they receive the attention

and supports they need to succeed in school.

This report will provide an overview of the experience of girls in foster care,
explore the educational barriers they face, and offer recommendations to increase
access to quality education for girls who are or have been in foster care.

Mﬂ'm)m)l 06Y To better understand what healthy and safe schools look like for all girls, the National
Women’s Law Center collaborated with Lake Research Partners to conduct a study of
for Let Her girls from January 5-19, 2017. The study included an online survey of 1,003 girls ages
Learn Survey 14-18 nationwide. Black, Latina, Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, and LGBTQ girls
and Focus were oversampled. The data were weighted by age, race, and census region to reflect
Groups: the actual proportions of the population. Oversamples were weighted down to reflect
their proportions in the population. The margin of error is +/- 3.1%. The margin of error
is higher among subgroups. The study also included six focus groups on barriers facing
girls who are survivors of sexual assault and girls who are either currently pregnant or
those who are parenting children. The focus groups were conducted in Washington,
D.C., Chicago, IL, and Atlanta, GA. The focus group guide and nationwide survey
were reviewed by Schulman Institutional Review Board to ensure they protected
the well-being of all girls involved in the study.
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Background
on Girls In
Foster Care

Girls in foster care—the majority of whom are girls of color—have high rates of sexual
victimization, exposure to violence and other maltreatment, and teen pregnancy. And given
the lack of gender responsive and trauma-informed services, girls are more likely than boys
to be criminalized for acting out in response to trauma, creating a vicious cycle where they
do not get the help they need to heal and be healthy and successful in school and beyond.

Girls of Color
Research reveals racial disparities in both the foster care population and children’s
outcomes.

Children of color are often overrepresented in the foster care system. There are a variety
of possible reasons for this overrepresentation, including racial bias of reporters and
caseworkers, poverty, single parenthood,? and the lack of resources and support given to
families of color who interact with the child welfare system.?

In general, Black children are more likely than their white peers to be removed from their
homes and experience longer stays in foster care. Once in foster care, Black children ages
6-10 are more likely to lack access to developmental, mental health, and substance abuse
services, and to go without them for longer periods of time than their white peers.* Data
also show that there are racial disparities in whether children are reunited with family
members. For example, studies show that both white infants and youth are more likely
than Black infants and youth to be reunited with family members.> While Latino children
are underrepresented in national foster care data, they are overrepresented in six states.®

There is not a lot of gender-specific data about children in foster care, but available
information indicates that there are 189,113’ girls in foster care nationwide, and 57 percent
are girls of color.?2 While girls of color are overrepresented in foster care relative to their
share of the population, the problem is particularly acute for Native American® and Black
girls: Native American girls are 1 percent of the national population but over 2 percent of the
girls in foster care, and Black girls are 15 percent of the national population but 23 percent
of the girls in foster care (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Race/Ethnicity of Girls in Foster Care, 2014
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Source: Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS), Foster Care File 2014."

Exposure to Trauma and Sexual Violence

Children in foster care experience extremely high rates of trauma?—almost 90 percent
of children in foster care have been exposed to at least one traumatic event, compared
to 66 percent of children not in foster care.™ In fact, many children in foster care have
extensive histories of maltreatment and exposure to violence that has led authorities to
remove them from their homes. Data shows that 5.9 percent of girls in foster care were
removed from their homes because a parent abused alcohol, 7.3 percent because

a parent was incarcerated, 10 percent because of inadequate housing, 13.8 percent
because of physical abuse, and 29 percent of girls in foster care were removed because
a parent abused drugs.*

For girls in foster care, sexual violence is a major source of trauma.® They are twice as
likely as boys to be removed from their homes and placed in foster care because of
sexual abuse (6 percent of girls versus 2.9 percent of boys).® Girls in foster care are also
particularly vulnerable to becoming victims of sex trafficking given that they often do
not have familiar and stable trusted adults to whom they can turn. In 2013, the FBI
conducted a nationwide raid of over 70 cities and recovered sex trafficking victims;
over 60 percent of these children were from foster care or group homes.” Exploiters
know where foster care group homes are and have been known to both recruit girls
from these settings and coerce those girls to recruit others from their group homes.®
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Figure 2. Percentage of Girls who have Symptoms of PTSD,
Anxiety or Depression by Experience

Symptoms Symptoms Symptoms
Experience of PTSD of Anxiety of Depression

Hurt or Injured by a Family

Member 92.3% 98.1% 96.1%
Someone in My Family Hurt

or Injured on Purpose 86.3% 95.7% 90.7%
Someone in My Family

Arrested 81.0% 92.7% 86.7%
Survivor of Sexual Assault 91.0% 95.0% 93.0%

Source: National Women’s Law Center, Let Her Learn Survey, Conducted by Lake Research Partners (2017).
All values statistically significant p<.001

Girls also experience and respond to trauma differently from boys, often internalizing

it and thus, suffering long-term effects.”® For example, they may react by harming
themselves or abusing drugs and alcohol, which makes them more likely to suffer from
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder. In fact, NWLC’s 2017 Let Her Learn
Survey?° found that girls ages 14-18 who have suffered from violence or sexual assault
are more likely to suffer from symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
depression, and generalized anxiety disorder. Almost all girls who have been hurt or
injured by a family member reported having symptoms of PTSD, anxiety and depression.
Similarly, an overwhelming majority of girls with a family member who has been arrested
or who was hurt or injured on purpose also exhibit symptoms of PTSD, anxiety and
depression (Figure 2).

Involvement in the Juvenile Justice System

Research reveals a link between the trauma experienced by girls in foster care and
behavioral problems,? and the failure of the child welfare system to address girls’ needs
contributes to their being more likely than boys in foster care to enter the juvenile
justice system.?? Although girls make up only 4 percent of incarcerated youth, the rate of
incarceration? for girls with foster care history is three times the rate of girls of the same
age who never have been involved in the child welfare system.?* Moreover, any number
of placements for girls increased their likelihood of involvement in the juvenile justice
system, while three or more out-of-home placements increased the risk for boys to be
incarcerated.?®> And once in the justice system, “girls with child welfare involvement are
at an increased risk of being detained before trial and of being placed in a correctional
facility after a conviction.”?6
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BEST PRACTICE: IN-HOME SERVICES

In-Home Services are services provided to families at home in their communities, which are
aimed at preventing the need for future child welfare involvement and/or removal. These

services help caseworkers identify strengths and weaknesses and address parenting skills
and relationships in the family’s natural environment. Ideally, these services are culturally
competent and engage the family.?”

Early Pregnancy

Girls in foster care are twice as likely as girls not in foster care to have sex and are more
likely to not use contraception.?® As a result, girls in foster care are at a higher risk of
experiencing early pregnancy: a national study found that twice as many girls in foster
care have babies compared to girls not in foster care.?® These early pregnancies can
create an additional barrier to education and career opportunities — one study found
that one in six girls transitioning out of foster care did not enroll in higher education
because of the lack of childcare.®° This can perpetuate a damaging cycle where young
parents cannot adequately provide for their children, who then may end up in the child
welfare system themselves.> Despite these harsh realities, many foster care programs are
ill-equipped to address pregnancy among foster care youth, and child welfare staff
report feeling unprepared to support pregnant youth.*?
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As described above, children in foster care are more likely than other children to
have emotional and behavioral problems that result from the stress and trauma they
endure.®® Being in the child welfare system also has a negative effect on their ability
to succeed in school, as they have greater school mobility, lack of access to early
childhood education and special education services, higher school discipline rates,
lower standardized test scores, and lower graduation rates.

Frequent School Changes (School Mobility)

While there is very little gender-specific data available about children in foster care,
one fact that is clear is that girls are moved around frequently and often experience
multiple residential placements.?* In particular, Black girls make up only 22.9 percent

of the girls in foster care but are the largest group of girls experiencing over-placement,
making up 35.6 percent of girls experiencing between 10-99 residential placements
(Figure 3). Residential changes often result in school changes and educational
disruption; one study found that children with unstable placement histories

averaged 3.6 schools in two years.*®

Figure 3. Number of Girls’ Foster Care Placements by Race
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Children in foster care who have unstable placement histories are also more likely to

be absent from school than children who experience early stability in placements.?’
Children in foster care often spend large amounts of time out of school due to lack of
coordination between schools and the child welfare system—for example, waiting for the
transfer of school records.?® And students in foster care already miss twice the number
of days of school as their peers (an average 25 missed days of school compared to 12
days for other students in the same district) with the number of absences increasing

as children enter adolescence.® Coupled with the other reasons girls cite for being
absent—for example, the Let Her Learn Survey indicated that many girls miss school
because they feel unsafe on their way to or while in school.*® Girls in foster care are at a
heightened risk for being chronically absent due to the increased school mobility they
face, which causes them to fall even further behind in their classes and increases the
chance that they will not graduate.*

Lack of Access to Early Childhood Education

Early childhood education is critical for long-term academic success, especially for
low-income children. Young children who have experienced toxic stress, abuse or
trauma have a particular need for early childhood and intervention programs. Yet
research shows that only six percent of foster care children under the age of six are
enrolled in Head Start and 29 percent are enrolled in some type of child care center.*?
According to a New York study, half of foster parents surveyed said they were not
familiar with early intervention programs; 38 percent of foster parents indicated

that fewer than 1and 4 of their children who were eligible for early intervention
services received them.*® In particular, studies have found that Black children in foster
care are less likely to receive early childhood developmental services than white children,
even when controlling for need.*4

Higher Discipline Rates

Unfortunately, the behavior problems of students in foster care—which can stem from
experiences of stress, trauma and abuse**—affects their academic achievement and
chances for school success.*® Students in foster care are suspended and expelled at
higher rates than non-foster youth. One study of a school district found that 1in 4
students (25 percent) in foster care were suspended, compared to 1in 10 (10 percent)
of students not in the system. Similarly, 10 percent of the foster care students were
expelled compared to 1 percent of the students not in foster care.*”

Low Achievement Rates
Foster care youth have lower achievement rates compared to those not in foster care.
For example:

« Even controlling for the fact that foster care youth often attend low performing
schools, they still lag almost half a year behind students not in foster care.*®

« A study of foster care youth in Chicago found that nearly half of elementary and
middle school students scored in the bottom quartile on standardized tests.*°
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« A California study showed that only two percent of foster students attended the state’s
top performing schools, and achievement rates for students in foster care are equal to
or lower than other at-risk subgroups such as students with disabilities, students from
low socioeconomic status, and English language learners.>® The same study found that
when students took a high school exit exam in the 10th grade to be eligible for
graduation, the passing rate for students in foster care was below 50 percent, while
the passing rate statewide was 76 percent for all students and 66 percent for students
from low socioeconomic status.”

One factor influencing the low achievement rates of students in foster care is the lack of
support they receive from foster families; studies have found that foster parents are most
concerned with behavior issues and often less concerned with academic issues such as
grades and homework.>?

Special Education

Large numbers of foster care children are identified as having special needs, but
research shows that they may not receive all of the services and supports to which they
are entitled.®® Some research shows that 30-40 percent of children in foster care may
qualify for special education services, yet only 16 percent receive the services outlined
by their Individualized Education Plan (IEP).>* One reason may be the lack of consistent
educational advocates for children in foster care.>® The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) gives parents a significant role in identifying special needs and
securing services to help address them, but children in foster care lack stable homes and
often stable parents, which may lead to a lack of identification of special needs or lack
of consistent services. “[T]oo frequently, birth parents are not included in educational
planning activities; foster parents do not understand the importance of their role, and
caseworkers do not have the time to participate in regular meetings.”>®

Another reason the needs of children with disabilities are not met is the frequent
changes in placements for children in foster care. Frequent school changes for children
with disabilities in foster care can lead to delays in testing and record transfers that
can add an additional barrier to students who require specialized services. Stability
and familiarity is important for students with disabilities, yet children who experience
multiple placements often find themselves in new educational settings with new
requirements and challenges.®”

Lower Graduation Rates/Grade Retention

Foster care youth are at a high risk for not graduating from high school.>® For example,
the graduation rate for high school seniors in California in 2010-11 was 80 percent for

all students but just 58 percent for students in foster care.>® Several state studies have
also found that foster care students are likely to be older for their grade than all other
students, which suggests they have been retained at least one grade.®® In California, over
8 percent of foster care students in 9th grade were one year older than the median age,
compared to 4 percent of students of low socioeconomic status who were one year
older than their median age.®
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* Schools should allow foster youth to participate in academic and extracurricular

programs even if deadlines have passed and programs are full.
» Schools should give foster youth credit for all work completed at their previous school.”®

¢ State colleges and universities should provide support (help with housing, including during
summer vacation and holidays, tuition, transportation and childcare) for former foster care
students who go on to pursue higher education.

¢ All school faculty and staff should be trained to recognize the signs of sex trafficking.
(Many groups provide information on the signs of trafficking - see, for example,
https://polarisproject.org/recognize-signs.)

Pittsburgh County has successfully increased collaboration between child welfare services
and school districts by creating an Education Screen that allows child welfare agencies to

monitor education stability and services-including academic records and disability
accommodations -for all school aged children.”

Parents/Guardians and Advocates

» Parents/ caretakers and advocates can push for greater coordination among schools, courts
and child welfare agencies to help keep children in foster care in school and ensure that they
receive the gender-responsive, trauma-informed services they need.

» Parents/caretakers and advocates should advocate for more counseling services in schools
to help address trauma and should learn the signs of sex trafficking. (Many groups provide
information on the signs of trafficking - see, for example, https://polarisproject.org/recognize-
signs.)

» Parents/caretakers and advocates can look at the new data required by the Every Student
Succeeds Act to make sure children are receiving the services guaranteed to them by law.

www.letherlearn.org
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