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Advocates Call for DOE Office to Support Students in
Foster Care

May 4, 2021 (NEW YORK CITY) — Today, Advocates for Children of New York (AFC) and
The Legal Aid Society released a report highlighting the urgent need for the Department of
Education (DOE) to launch a small office focused solely on the needs of students in foster care.
Currently, the DOE does not have an office, team, or even a single staff member dedicated to
supporting youth in foster care, a group of students particularly in need of specialized support.

The approximately 6,000 New York City students who spend time in foster care during any given
school year — who are disproportionately Black and come from the City’s poorest communities —
face enormous educational challenges. For example:

e Only 42.2% of New York City students in foster care graduated on time in 2020, the lowest
graduation rate of any student group and 36.6 percentage points lower than the rate for
students not in foster care.

e More than one in five New York City students in foster care repeats a grade, compared to
only 6% of all DOE students.

e The average student in foster care misses the equivalent of one-and-a-half months of school
each year, and one out of every ten students in care has an attendance rate of less than 50%.

e  While 17% of all New York students have an Individualized Education Program (IEP) because
they have a disability and need special education services, over half of New York’s students
in foster care have an IEP.

In March 2018, the City’s Interagency Foster Care Task Force, whose membership included the
Commissioner of the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) and the DOE Chief Operating
Officer, recommended that the DOE establish an infrastructure to focus on students in foster care,
similar to its Office of Students in Temporary Housing.

Three years later, the City has yet to act on this recommendation—and without staff in place, there
is no one at the DOE consistently advocating for students in foster care, ensuring that the unique
needs of students in care are considered when making policy decisions, or focusing on developing
and implementing programs to assist students in foster care. At a time when the DOE is receiving
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an historic influx of federal and state funding, this report demonstrates the continued need for a
DOE office for students in foster care and describes key responsibilities this office would carry out,
including:

e Providing a point of contact for schools, families, and child welfare professionals with
questions about students in foster care.

e Training and supporting schools on the needs and rights of students in foster care and their
families.

e Supporting parental involvement in education while their children are in foster care.

e Tracking and improving educational outcomes, opportunities, and programming for students
in foster care.

e Developing and implementing policies related to students in foster care.

“School has the potential to be a great source of stability to students in foster care, at a time in
their lives when so much is unfamiliar and uncertain,” said Kim Sweet, AFC’s Executive Director.
“With the right support in place, school can be a safe haven for students experiencing the
traumatizing separation from home and family. It’s critical that the DOE pay greater attention to this
group of students, to equip schools with the knowledge and resources they need to serve students
in foster care and their families effectively.”

"Students in foster care are among the most vulnerable of New York City students,” said Dawne
Mitchell, Attorney-in-Charge of the Juvenile Rights Practice at the Legal Aid Society. “They face
tremendous challenges, ranging from trauma to frequent school changes, which can negatively
impact their learning. The creation of a dedicated office for children in foster care within the DOE
can provide these students with essential services, and help ensure that their local schools have the
training and resources that they need to meet these students' needs so they can be successful."

“As a former public school educator, | have witnessed first-hand the gap in knowledge among
school staff about the overall needs of children in foster care,” said Dr. Brenda Triplett, Educational
Director for Child Welfare and Family Services, Children’s Aid. “The pandemic has complicated the
legal and logistical requirements to provide services for these youth and their families, in effect
deepening longstanding inequities. Having a DOE office dedicated to understanding the needs of
youth in care and mitigating the challenges they face is critical to their futures.”

The report is available at https://advocatesforchildren.org/node/[780.

About Advocates for Children of New York (AFC)

Since 1971, Advocates for Children of New York has worked to ensure a high-quality education for New York students who face
barriers to academic success, focusing on students from low-income backgrounds who are at greatest risk for failure or
discrimination in school because of their poverty, disability, race, ethnicity, immigrant or English Language Learner status, sexual
orientation, gender identity, homelessness, or involvement in the foster care or juvenile justice systems. AFC uses four integrated
strategies: free advice and legal representation for families of students; free trainings and workshops for parents, communities, and
educators and other professionals to equip them to advocate on behdlf of students; policy advocacy to effect change in the
education system and improve education outcomes; and impact litigation to protect the right to quality education and compel
needed reform.
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About The Legal Aid Society

The Legal Aid Society (“Legal Aid”) is the nation’s oldest and largest private not-for-profit organization, providing free legal services
to low-income individuals and families for over 140 years. The Legal Aid Society consists of three practices, (Criminal Defense
Practice, Civil Practice and the Juvenile Rights Practice) which together represent clients throughout New York City in over 300,000
matters annually, including thousands of children each year.

The Juvenile Rights Practice (JRP) is the primary provider of representation for children whose parents are charged with abuse and
neglect in New York City and represents approximately 90% of the children who appear before the New York City Family Court in
abuse, neglect, juvenile delinquency, and other proceedings affecting children’s rights and welfare. In addition to representing
these children each year in administrative, trial and appellate courts, we also pursue impact litigation and other law reform
initiatives on behalf of our clients.



