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I had always heard high school is supposed to be the best and most memorable time of your life.  Finally the day arrives. You are a freshman walking through the halls of high school with a group of childhood friends.  You know exactly what to expect, from the teachers, classes, clubs, and sports teams – it is so exciting and the future is so bright.  Sadly, that is a dream of how it is supposed to be.  Instead, for a foster teen like me, I find myself moved from one home, one school, one community to another.
Each time I am placed in a completely different city than I had been living.  I don’t know anyone, not a friend, teacher or counselor and I am a stranger in a new family. I am totally unfamiliar with the high school and, once again, forced to begin over.  Honestly, for quiet kids like me, nothing is easy, good, or feels permanent.  My energy at school is taken just fitting in, looking for a safe spot and maybe, having someone to sit with at lunch.  Everyone has their friends, their groups, their clubs, their teams, their safety zones. I am an outsider and a scared foster kid.  I wonder if anything is going to work in my life?  
Is there even a slim chance I will graduate with these kids?







Anonymous Student in Foster Care
Partial Credit  History

In 2009, one of the primary K-12 education recommendations made by the CA Child Welfare Council’s Child Development and Successful Youth Transitions Committee was to authorize the California Department of Education (CDE) to develop and disseminate a standard method of calculating partial credit accumulation for foster youth and juvenile justice involved youth.   The intention of this recommendation was to ensure that these students make progress towards graduation because qualitative research had indicated that several school districts were 1) not awarding partial credits consistently and 2) if partial credits were being awarded, the credits were being assigned to elective courses which disallowed students to make progress towards receiving a high school diploma.
There have several pieces of legislation with have attempted to address this issue indirectly.   In 2009 Assembly Bill 167 (Adams) created statutes that would allow for a student in foster care who transferred schools in grade eleven or twelve to receive a high school diploma by meeting the state minimum requirements.  In 2011, Assembly Bill 578 (Negrete McLeod) created statues that required a school district to award and receive partial credit for a student in foster care and additional required that a receiving school district to award those partial credits to the appropriate course and not solely to elective courses for students in foster care.   In addition, AB 578 also prohibited a school district from requiring a student to retake any partial coursework which a student had already completed. Though these pieces of legislation have further supported the progress of students in foster care towards receiving a high school diploma, the method in which school districts calculate partial credits is still inconsistent and may negatively impact a student in foster care’s progress towards high school graduation.
They, the school folks, tell me everything should be one way. In reality, information shared between schools is not always correct, often the class you need is full or not available, you are told to take one class again, only to find out you had a passing grade.   Counselors, teachers and administrators want to help but they are so busy with other bigger problems.  With each school, each transfer, the reality of graduation fades.  My credits are short, I have a failing grade, and there is so much work to be made up.  I want to give up but I want to graduate and go to college. I want to be somebody.   
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Problem Description

A large percentage of children placed in foster care experience physical and emotional trauma as a result of abuse, neglect, separation from family, and impermanence. Although youths are placed in foster care for their safety, foster youths often do not find the security and stability they need through the foster care system. Foster youths commonly experience multiple placements in foster homes (FHs) and licensed children’s institutions (LCIs), coupled with numerous transfers between schools. The Institute for Higher Education Policy estimates that a change in placement occurs about once every six months and, due to this movement, that foster youths lose an average of four to six months of educational attainment.

Frequent changes in home and school placements can have a detrimental effect on foster youths’ academic performance and future success in life. According to a report by the Child Welfare League of America, the number of changes in youths’ FH placements is associated with their having at least one severe academic skill delay.
 This leads to lower graduation rates for foster youths compared to their peers. About 50 percent of foster youths graduate compared to 70 percent of their peers.
 Of these high school graduates, only 20 percent are enrolled in post-secondary education compared to 60 percent of their peers.

Some of the barriers that foster youths face as a result of frequent changes in placement include:

· Loss of education records, resulting in potential loss of academic credits and time spent in school and increased risk of dropping out of school

· Loss of health records, resulting in possible duplication of immunizations and a potential break in continuity of essential health care and medication

· Difficulties adjusting to changing care and school environments, resulting in stress and behavioral problems

· Loss of contact with persons familiar with their health, education, and welfare needs, resulting in inadequate care and inappropriate school placements

· Lack of permanent family or family-like support systems upon emancipation from the foster care system
Recent studies conducted in connection with legislation to support the expansion of the Foster Youth Services program show that 75 percent of foster youth students are working below grade level, 83 percent are being held back by the third grade, and 46 percent become high school dropouts.
 Other studies indicate that 44 percent of foster youths entering the system in grades 3 through 8 are in the bottom quartile in reading;
 and on statewide achievement scores, foster youths perform 15 to 20 percentile points below their peers.
 

The California Legislature recognized that a high percentage of foster youths were working substantially below grade level, were being retained at least one year at the same grade level, and were dropping out of school. This led to the passage of Assembly Bill 490 (AB490) authored by Senator Steinberg in 2003. This landmark legislation sought to ensure that the educational rights of foster youth were protected and that their educational stability was preserved.

Some of the provisions of AB490 are as follows:

· Right to immediate enrollment

· Timely transfer of records

· Right to partial credits

· Right to stay in school of origin when placed into foster care and when they are moved within foster care
· Right to equal access for education and extracurricular activities

· Enable social workers and probation officers to access education records

· Every school district and county office of education is required to have a foster youth educational liaison
Though many jurisdictions across California have made progress towards implementing the statutes of AB490 there are still challenges to ensuring the educational stability of foster youth. One challenge has been the difficulty social workers have accessing students’ academic records. Such access is necessary for enrolling students in school as well as monitoring the youth’s academic performance. While AB490 granted access to education records to social workers and probation officers, some have seen this to be in conflict with the federal Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99). FERPA protects the privacy of student education records. In California, the Foster Focus database was designed to facilitate the secure and appropriate sharing of information such as a child’s school placement history and basic academic records in order to eliminate barriers to enrollment and appropriate academic placement of foster youth. Created by the Sacramento County Office of Education (SCOE) and supported by the Stuart Foundation, the Foster Focus database is now used in more than 25 counties and has expanded capacity to allow social workers to monitor student’s daily academic performance. Counties using the Foster Focus database have addressed FERPA requirements by establishing Memorandums of Understanding between the relevant county departments. Recognizing the need for such sharing of information between schools and child welfare departments across the nation, President Obama signed the bipartisan “Uninterrupted Scholars Act” on January 14, 2013, amending FERPA to allow for caseworkers to access the academic records of students for whom they are legally responsible. 
Legislative actions such as AB490 and the Uninterrupted Scholars are important steps towards a system that supports the academic stability and achievement of foster youth, yet challenges continue to interfere with the fulfillment of the opportunities provided by these acts. The recommendations made by the Committee attempt to address the most significant of these challenges. 
Partial Credit Challenge
There is an enormous challenge in addressing partial credits with a single statute or regulation because school districts in California have adopted many different credit systems, and no one statute or regulation could cover all the possible scenarios involved in moving from one type of credit system to another.
There is no existing statute or regulation that that provides uniform guidelines on the application of partial credits.

Current law
 requires that partial credit be allowed but does not create a system for how that is done. Many school district governing boards have adopted policies and administrative regulations for calculating partial credits which apply to the system of credits used in their districts. For example, Hemet Unified School District in Riverside County has developed a model board policy on protection of partial credits (BP 6146.3) which provides that the district accept full or partial credit upon enrollment and award foster youth who exit the district prior to the end of the grading period based on the number of days enrolled.
More school district and county office of education governing boards need to adopt policies similar to that of the Hemet Unified School District. In addition, an evaluation of the multiple and diverse credit systems that now exist must be conducted to determine the best approaches for creating more appropriate and uniform credit systems based on the types of schools, districts, juvenile detention facilities, and nonpublic schools, where these systems are implemented.

In addition to this the California School Boards Association (CSBA) issued a policy paper in March 2008 addressing the issue implementation issues of AB490, in which they listed best and promising practices, which could be used as a guide for discussion.
Surviving high school as a new student is a huge struggle!  Hey, I just want to get out and graduate already.  To achieve this goal, there are two definite obstacles I have to figure out: classes and credits.  I know this for a fact because I moved 3 times between my freshman and junior years and with each move I walked into the doors of a new high school in a new community.  I need you to clearly appreciate this-- each school and every teacher is different from the one before. Classes and credit transfers are always a mess and complicated to figure out.  
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Recommendation 
Rationale

Current law requires that school districts and county offices of education “shall accept for credit, full or partial coursework, satisfactorily completed by a pupil while attending a public school, juvenile court school, or nonpublic, nonsectarian school or agency.” [Education Code § 48645.5].  However current law does not create a system or a consistent method for how this credit is to be awarded. The result is that school districts have a wide range of different requirements that create barriers for foster youth who must transfer to another district at various times throughout the school year due to a placement change.

There is a need to develop a uniform statewide model policy which ensures that foster youth-or any student who needs to transfer to a new school throughout the school year- receive full credit for completed coursework.
“Many school districts have implemented policies or administrative regulations for calculating partial credits. Hemet USD has developed and implemented a board policy on protection for partial credits (BP 6146.3) which provides that the district will accept full or partial credit upon enrollment and award credit to foster youth who exit the school district prior to the end of a grading period, based on the number of days enrolled.”

By encouraging more school districts and county offices of education governing boards to adopt policies and regulations similar to that of the Hemet Unified School District, the transfer of records is more easily facilitated and the loss of course credit is less likely to occur. As an initial step to developing a statewide partial credit policy, an evaluation of the multiple and diverse credit systems that now exist must be conducted to determine the best approach for creating more appropriate and uniform credit systems based on the types of schools, districts, juvenile detention facilities, and nonpublic schools.

Statutory and Regulatory Impacts

Without statutory authority, CDE would have limited success in compelling school districts and county offices of education to adopt a model credit transfer policy.  The CDE be authorized to develop a uniform model partial credit transfer regulation and require local governing school boards to modify their credit board policies and administrative regulations.
Fiscal Impact

We estimate that it would cost up to $50,000 to conduct research and develop the regulation.

Implementation Plan
Needed Action

Legislative language would need to be drafted explicitly authorizing the CDE to develop a statewide uniform partial credit regulation and requiring school districts and county offices of education to implement the policy once developed. 

Evaluation Plan

The Committee will monitor the progress of legislative language and work with the CDE in developing the regulation.

Kids like me really do want to graduate from high school and go to college – we deserve this. The stumbling blocks and walls of frustration are many.  People like you can help kids like me navigate the maze of classes, transfer and credit requirements with new laws to ensure we get a fair hand.  We need credits to transfer, time to make-up missing work, and when justified, a chance to re-take a failed class.  Help us achieve high school graduation and the chance to directly enter college.  Help stop this crazy generational cycle of abuse, neglect and school failure.  Kids like me, foster kids, are worth your time and effort.  Help us achieve school success. 
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