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In California, youth in foster care experience some of the highest rates of chronic absence, with
more than one in three missing 10 percent or more of the 2024-25 school year. Boosting the school
attendance of youth in foster care requires pinpointing and addressing the factors that influence
their attendance—including entry into and exit from classification status as foster youth while still in
school. This brief presents new evidence of how such status relates to attendance and discipline

in four of California’'s CORE school districts. Entry into classification as a foster youth is associated
with decreases in days absent and chronic absence alongside increases in exclusionary discipline,
while exiting classification is associated with increases in absenteeism and no significant change in
disciplinary risk. These findings have implications for strengthening educational stability and for state
policies aimed at supporting the educational well-being of youth in foster care.
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Introduction

California is home to about 30,000 school-aged youth in foster care,* a vulnerable group
of students who have experienced abuse or neglect by a parent or guardian and consequently
have been removed from their homes and placed into the care of temporary foster families.?
Youth in foster care tend to have persistently high rates of chronic absence (missing 10 percent or
more of the school year), with rates reaching a postpandemic peak of 46.5 percent in the 2021-22
school year. Although these rates have declined slightly, they remain about 10 percentage points
above prepandemic levels (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Foster Youth Chronic Absence Rates by School Year
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Source. California Department of Education Dataquest (dg.cde.ca.gov/dataquest). Note. Absenteeism data for 2019-20 are not
available due to issues with data validity and reliability. Additionally, the California Department of Education encourages caution
when looking at data from both 2019-20 and 2020-21.

Similarly, youth in foster care are frequently subjected to exclusionary discipline (removal
from the regular learning environment due to misbehavior), with suspension rates hovering
between 13 and 15 percent since 2016-17 (Figure 2). Addressing chronic absence and exclusionary
discipline is critical because missed instructional time and disciplinary removals limit students’
opportunities to both learn and succeed in school.
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Figure 2. Foster Youth Suspension Rates by School Year
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Source. California Department of Education Dataquest (dg.cde.ca.gov/dataquest). Note. The California Department of Education
encourages caution when looking at data from both 2019-20 and 2020-21.

Instability in the educational experiences of youth in foster care, often driven by frequent
changes in foster care placement, contributes to a range of negative outcomes, including high
rates of chronic absence and elevated exposure to exclusionary discipline. A less well-understood
dynamic within this broader pattern of instability is how these students experience transitions into
and out of foster youth classification status.

The aim of this policy brief is twofold. First, we provide an overview of absenteeism and
disciplinary outcomes among youth in foster care, including key challenges and policies
supporting their education. Second, we present new findings from four of California’s CORE
districts on how the attendance and disciplinary outcomes of youth in foster care vary with annual
changes in their foster youth classification status. Together, these findings have implications
for state education policies aimed at improving attendance and reducing exclusionary discipline
during critical transition periods, particularly for students exiting the foster care system.
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________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Why Youth in Foster Care Experience Elevated Absenteeism and Discipline

Youth in foster care experience persistently high rates of chronic absence and exclusionary
discipline due to a combination of individual-level challenges and broader structural and
institutional conditions that shape their educational environments. These mechanisms often
operate simultaneously, reinforcing patterns of disengagement from school and increasing
exposure to punitive responses.

Individual-level challenges. At the individual level, many youth in foster care experience
significant behavioral and mental health challenges rooted in prior trauma, including abuse
and neglect.®* Trauma exposure is strongly linked to heightened internalizing and externalizing
behaviors,* which can undermine students’ ability to engage consistently in school. These
challenges not only increase the likelihood of behavioral incidents that often lead to disciplinary
responses within schools but also disrupt attendance by weakening school attachment and daily
functioning.® In this way, behavioral and emotional needs serve as a common pathway linking
foster youth status to both absenteeism and disciplinary involvement.

School context. Youth in foster care are disproportionately enrolled in low-performing,
high-poverty, and nontraditional school settings, including alternative schools that often serve
students with academic or behavioral challenges.® Prior research shows that such schools tend to
rely more heavily on exclusionary disciplinary practices.” These environments may lack sufficient
staffing, mental health supports, or trauma-informed practices, increasing both disciplinary
exposure and disengagement from school, which contribute to absenteeism. Thus, the school
contexts in which youth in foster care are concentrated play a critical role in shaping both
attendance and discipline outcomes.

System-level challenges. Beyond individual circumstances, youth in foster care are
uniquely affected by systemic instability. Some of these students experience five or more foster
home placements,® with most changing schools at least once during a given academic year and
nearly one quarter changing schools four or more times.® School moves disrupt instructional
continuity, peer relationships, and access to support services,'? all of which are closely tied to
attendance and behavioral outcomes. Frequent transitions can also increase the likelihood that
students enter new school environments with stricter disciplinary climates or limited knowledge
of students’ prior needs, heightening the risk of exclusionary discipline.

Cross-system coordination gaps. Finally, limited coordination between child welfare
and education systems can exacerbate these challenges. When schools and child welfare
agencies lack shared information or aligned accountability, early warning signs (such as rising
absences or minor behavioral incidents) may go unaddressed.* Missed opportunities for
preventive intervention can allow attendance problems to escalate and disciplinary responses to
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become more punitive over time. These coordination gaps highlight how institutional failures,
rather than student behavior alone, contribute to elevated risks of both absenteeism and discipline
among youth in foster care.

Supporting the Education of California’s Youth in Foster Care

To address some of the barriers to attendance and learning for youth in foster care,
California became the first state to pass legislation? ensuring educational rights for foster
students. Assembly Bill (AB) 490 contains two key provisions that promote educational stability
for foster children: (a) requiring each district to appoint an education liaison for foster children
to facilitate common educational processes, such as enrollment, placement and transfers;
and (b) allowing children in foster care to remain in their current schools if they change foster
placements. In 2016, the state passed AB 854, which established a Foster Youth Services
Coordinating Program (FYSCP) requiring school districts to implement school-based supports
that promote the educational success of youth in foster care.*

At the federal level, the primary policy lever aimed at supporting the educational well-being
of children in foster care is through provisions in Federal Title |, Part A, of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act (1965), which ensures educational stability. Since 2015, Title |
has required that students in foster care be allowed to stay in their schools of origin if that is
determined to be in their best educational interests.™

Although these policies aim to support the educational stability of youth in foster care
by allowing them to remain in their schools of origin, implementation of these regulations in
practice remains limited.t® Key barriers to implementation include lack of interagency collaboration
between child welfare agencies and school districts alongside challenges in adequately funding
and coordinating transportation services to ensure that children remain in their schools of origin
after moving placements.

Foster Youth Classification, Attendance, and Discipline

While school mobility resulting from placement changes in foster care is a key determinant
of both absenteeism and exclusionary discipline, an important and often overlooked dynamic is
students’ entry into and exit from foster youth classification status while they remain enrolled in
school. We define entry into classification status as the school year in which a student is officially
designated as a "foster youth” in administrative records and exit from classification status as
the year in which the student is no longer identified as a foster youth in those records. These
transitions may shape not only students’ attendance patterns but also their exposure to school
disciplinary practices.
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Transitions into foster youth status. Although youth in foster care experience elevated
absenteeism and disciplinary risk due in part to school mobility,”” prior research suggests
that entry into foster care can, under certain conditions, be associated with improved school
engagement. For example, transitioning into foster care has been linked to increased attendance,
especially for children who remain in care for an entire school semester.*® Entry into care may
move students out of destabilizing or unsafe home environments and into more structured
settings, increasing access to adult supervision, educational advocacy, and social supports that
stabilize daily school participation. These same supports may also reduce behavioral disruptions
that precipitate exclusionary discipline.

Foster caregivers may be better positioned to communicate with schools, advocate for
services, and navigate disciplinary procedures, which can mitigate both attendance problems
and punitive disciplinary responses.’ In addition, once students are formally classified as foster
youth, schools may respond by activating targeted supports that influence both attendance and
discipline. In California, the FYCSP authorizes districts to develop programs specifically designed
to support youth in foster care.?® These efforts include enhanced transportation, individualized
learning plans, and socioemotional and behavioral supports, all of which may reduce absences
and lower the likelihood of exclusionary disciplinary actions.

Transitions out of foster youth status. By contrast, exiting foster care, particularly after
a brief placement during the school year, has been associated with declines in attendance.?
Youth who exit foster care may return to unstable family environments or experience stress
during the reunification process,?? which can disrupt school routines and engagement. These
disruptions may also increase the likelihood of behavioral challenges that result in disciplinary
referrals, especially if formal supports are withdrawn once students exit classification status. As a
result, transitions out of foster care may represent a period of heightened vulnerability for both
absenteeism and exclusionary discipline. It is important to acknowledge that family reunification
could be a positive experience for foster youth as well.

Data and Methodology
Our findings are based on data on approximately 11,200 youth in foster care from four
CORE districts over 4 school years (2015-16 to 2018-19). Table 1 lists key characteristics of the

sample disaggregated by classification status over the 4 years: never classified (i.e., non-foster-
youth), always classified as a foster youth, ever entered, and ever exited.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics on a Sample of Youth in Foster Care From Four CORE Districts by Classification Status

(SD = standard deviation) Never classified as foster youth Always classified as foster youth Ever entered classification as foster youth Ever exited classification as foster youth

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Student Total number of days absent 7.866 9.507 9.677 11.589 11.719 12.683 10.709 11.721
SUICOmES Chronically absent 0.128 0.334 0.241 0428 0.286 0452 0.221 0415
All exclusionary discipline 0.049 0.216 0.178 0.382 0.172 0.377 0.141 0.348
Out-of-school suspensions 0.044 0.206 0.168 0.374 0.166 0.373 0.132 0.339
In-school suspensions 0.008 0.089 0.023 0.151 0.018 0.133 0.018 0.132
Expulsions 0.001 0.030 0.003 0.050 0.006 0.076 0.004 0.063
Student Moved schools 0.036 0.187 0.088 0.284 0.133 0.340 0.101 0.302
SRR Male 0.512 0.500 0.511 0.500 0481 0.500 0.532 0499
Asian 0.113 0.316 0.031 0.172 0.025 0.157 0.047 0.212
Black 0.094 0.291 0.241 0428 0.157 0.364 0.159 0.366
Hispanic 0.652 0476 0.556 0497 0.645 0478 0.643 0479
Multirace 0.034 0.180 0.035 0.184 0.057 0.232 0.055 0.227
Native American 0.004 0.059 0.011 0.104 0.007 0.083 0.002 0.039
White 0.103 0.303 0.126 0.332 0.108 0.310 0.094 0.292
With disability 0.126 0.331 0.287 0452 0.223 0416 0.227 0419
Free and reduced price lunch 0.729 0444 0.766 0423 0.801 0.399 0.858 0.349
Homeless 0.064 0.244 0.056 0.229 0.135 0.342 0.089 0.284
English learner 0.220 0414 0.157 0.364 0.191 0.393 0.152 0.359
Student grace I 21l E13Y 0483 0.500 0469 0499 0.557 0497 0.573 0495
S Secondary 0.517 0.500 0.531 0499 0443 0497 0427 0495
978,030 2,390 2,890 3,260
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As expected, students consistently classified as foster youth experienced substantially
worse attendance outcomes than students never classified as foster youth. Students always
classified as foster youth missed nearly 10 days of school on average, compared to about 8 days
among students never classified, and nearly one quarter (24 percent) were chronically absent,
compared to 13 percent of students never classified. Attendance outcomes were even more
pronounced for students who entered foster youth classification during the observation period.
These students missed almost 12 days of school on average, and 29 percent were chronically
absent. Students who exited foster youth classification also exhibited elevated absenteeism,
missing roughly 11 days of school, with 22 percent meeting the threshold for chronic absence.

Disparities were similarly evident for disciplinary outcomes. Students never classified as
foster youth had very low rates of exclusionary discipline, with fewer than 5 percent experiencing
any exclusionary disciplinary action. In contrast, nearly 18 percent of students always classified
as foster youth experienced at least one exclusionary discipline event, including out-of-school
suspension, compared to 17 percent among those who entered foster youth classification and
14 percent among those who exited. Out-of-school suspensions drove much of this disparity,
occurring nearly four times as often among students always classified as foster youth than among
students never classified. While expulsions were rare across all groups, they were nonetheless
more prevalent among students who ever entered foster youth classification.

Consistent with prior research, foster youth in all classification groups exhibited higher
rates of school mobility than their non-foster-youth peers. For example, students always classified
as foster youth were more than twice as likely to move schools during the year compared to
students never classified. Across demographic characteristics, each foster youth group was
composed predominantly of Hispanic students and a large majority qualified for free or reduced-
price lunch, underscoring the intersection of foster care involvement with broader structural
disadvantage. Together, these descriptive patterns highlight substantial disparities in both
attendance and disciplinary outcomes across foster youth classification trajectories, motivating
the need for analyses that account for transitions into and out of foster youth status.

For all analyses, we employed a statistical method known as asymmetric fixed effects,?
where we looked at how absences for youth in foster care changed before and after their
classification status changed. We looked separately at changes when youth entered classification
and when they exited classification. With this method, each child serves as their own control,
thereby allowing us to account for differences, both observed and unobserved, among children
who remain stable over time. We incorporated additional controls to attenuate potential biases
in our analyses.
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How Changes in Foster Youth Classification Status
Link to Absenteeism: Key Findings

In this section, we describe our findings on how changes in foster youth classification
status are associated with absenteeism.

Entering and Exiting Foster Youth Classification Are Linked to Meaningful Changes in
Student Absenteeism

Absences tend to decline when students enter classification status. Youth in foster
care experience fewer absences during the year they are classified as foster youth. On average,
these students miss about 24 fewer days of school and are 12.8 percentage points less likely
to be chronically absent upon entry into care (Figure 3). In practical terms, if youth in foster care
typically miss around 11 days of school, our results suggest they would miss closer to 9 days
during the year they enter foster care.

Figure 3. Relationships Between Absenteeism and Foster Youth Classification Status Entry and Exit
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Absences tend to increase when students exit classification status. In contrast, exiting

foster youth classification status is associated with lower attendance outcomes. Students miss
approximately 1 additional day of school and experience a 5.7 percentage point increase in the
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likelihood of chronic absence during the year they exit status. For a typical student in foster care
who faces a 24 percent probability of chronic absence, this corresponds to an increase to nearly
30 percent upon exit from foster youth classification status. It is important to note that we

are unable to determine the underlying reasons for this association. These results could reflect
broader systemic issues underlying the reunification process rather than something intrinsic
about youth who leave foster care to reunite with their families.

These patterns are stronger for younger students. The relationship between foster care
transitions and absenteeism varies by grade level (Figure 4). Elementary school students show
the largest changes: Entering foster care is associated with 3.8 fewer days absent, compared to
2.2 fewer days for middle school students, while no significant relationship is observed for
high school students. A similar pattern emerges for chronic absence: Elementary school students
entering classification experienced a decline of 1/.8 percentage points in chronic absence,
and middle school students experienced a decline of 12 percentage points. Finally, exiting
classification is only significantly related to chronic absence for elementary school students in
foster care, for whom chronic absence increased by 54 percentage points.

Figure 4. Relationships Between Absenteeism and Foster Youth Classification Status Entry and
Exit by Grade Level
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Entering and Exiting Foster Youth Classification Are Linked to Meaningful Changes in
Student Discipline

Youth in foster care face higher rates of exclusionary discipline. Students are more
likely to experience exclusionary discipline during the years when they are in foster care than
during the years when they are not. After accounting for individual students’ characteristics and
differences across schools and grades, foster care status is linked to a higher likelihood of being
disciplined. Importantly, this increase is almost entirely due to out-of-school suspensions. We do
not find clear or consistent differences for in-school suspensions or expulsions, largely because
these outcomes occur infrequently and do not show meaningful changes associated with foster
care status. Because out-of-school suspension is the only disciplinary outcome that shows a clear
and reliable pattern, we focus our figures and discussion on this measure. Even so, the increase is
substantial—during a typical year, 4-5 percent of students receive exclusionary discipline, meaning
youth in foster care face a noticeably higher risk.

Disciplinary risk increases when students enter foster care. \When we examine
transitions into and out of foster care, a clear pattern emerges. The elevated disciplinary risk
occurs primarily when students enter foster care (Figure 5). Entry into foster care is associated
with a meaningful increase in the likelihood of out-of-school suspension. In contrast, leaving
foster care is not associated with noticeable changes in discipline outcomes. This suggests that
disciplinary risk is concentrated around the initial transition into care, rather than reflecting a
persistent pattern throughout or after foster placement.
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Figure 5. Relationships Between Out-of-School Suspensions and Foster Youth Classification
Status Entry and Exit.

Change in probability of out-of-school suspension when entering and exiting foster youth status

7
6
¥ 5
.g 4.0***
Q
s 4
o
8
c 3
Q
o
8 2
2
3 ! -
(]
3
5 0
c
o -1
g -1.0
S 2
_3 -
-4
Entering status Exiting status

Note. ***p < .001; results based on asymmetric fixed effects models.

There are no consistent differences across most student subgroups. The relationship
between foster care status and discipline is largely consistent across gender, race/ethnicity, and
grade level. Two modest exceptions emerge: Male youth in foster care experience slightly higher
rates of exclusionary discipline than female, and students exiting care during the secondary
grades (sixth to twelfth) show a somewhat lower likelihood of exclusionary discipline compared
to those in elementary grades. Overall, though, the differences between subgroups are small,
indicating that elevated disciplinary risk among youth in foster care is a broadly shared experience
rather than one concentrated within specific demographic groups.
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Recommendations

Based on our findings, we offer three recommendations. The first is aimed primarily at
policymakers; the other two are targeted at districts and schools who serve foster youth.

Extend Stability Provisions for Those Exiting

In terms of implications for the education policies that support youth in foster care, federal
educational stability provisions under Title |, Part A, no longer hold when these students exit the
system. Current guidelines only encourage—but do not require—educational and child welfare
agencies to prioritize educational stability for youth who transition out of the foster care system.?
Periods of instability associated with both entering and exiting foster care are linked to elevated
risks of absenteeism and exclusionary discipline, indicating that educational vulnerability does not
end when foster care classification ends. Extending stability provisions to students exiting foster
care, even on a short-term basis (e.qg., the initial exit year), could help reduce school disruptions
that contribute to missed instructional time and disciplinary incidents. Maintaining continuity
in school placement, peer relationships, and support services during this transition may mitigate
both chronic absence and heightened disciplinary risk.

Invest in Education Liaisons

Former youth in foster care who experience increased absences or disciplinary
involvement as they transition out of classification status may benefit from targeted advocacy and
coordination of services. Education liaisons, such as those supported under California’s AB 490,
are well positioned to serve this role. Liaisons can monitor attendance patterns and disciplinary
referrals; coordinate with families, educators, and child welfare professionals; and ensure that
students receive timely academic, socioemotional, and behavioral supports. Prior research
suggests that education liaisons can improve academic outcomes for youth in foster care®
and help stabilize attendance by intervening early with proactive problem-solving approaches.?
Our findings indicate that similar supports may also be critical for preventing behavioral
challenges from escalating into exclusionary discipline, particularly during periods of transition.
However, additional research is needed to directly assess the extent to which education liaisons
can reduce both absenteeism and disciplinary involvement.

Strengthen Cross-Sector Collaboration

Policies that promote stronger cross-sector collaboration between schools and the
child welfare system hold promise in boosting the educational success of youth in foster care,
particularly those who are transitioning out of foster care status.?” Schools that extend social
welfare support services to students who are exiting foster care status could enable those
students to continue to receive individualized supports through a case management approach,
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which could help promote stronger attendance and academic achievement.?® Strengthened
collaboration can also support data sharing and joint monitoring of attendance and discipline
patterns, enabling schools and agencies to identify points of risk and intervene before students
become disengaged or pushed out of the education system. Finally, cross-sector collaboration
can play an important role in supporting families upon reuniting with their children so that they
receive the necessary supports to ensure consistent schooling attendance and engagement.

Conclusion

Youth in foster care remain one of the most vulnerable student populations and continue
to face often insurmountable educational challenges. By digging deeper into how the attendance
and discipline patterns for these students shift as their classification status changes, we have
identified critical jJunctures where additional targeted resources and supports could make a
difference to their educational livelihoods, especially for those students who are exiting status as
a foster youth.
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