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Children and youth who are committed to the care or custody of the State of Connecticut – either as a result of 
being victims of abuse or neglect or through involvement in the juvenile justice system – face extraordinary barriers 
to future success:  
 

 Nearly all have experienced serious childhood trauma.  
 Most struggle with physical, mental, or behavioral health challenges.  
 Many will spend part of their childhood growing up in institutional or non-family settings.  
 By definition, all of them will have to grow up for some time outside the care of immediate family – a child’s 

most natural source of the love, nurturing, and support necessary for healthy development. 
  
Education is a lifeline for children who are in the care or custody of the State of Connecticut. For all 
children academic success is increasingly necessary to develop the skills, knowledge, and critical thinking ability that 
make one employable as an adult.1 However, for youth in the care or custody of the state, youth who are often 
detached from family and community in a way that other children are not, school attendance and school 
achievement take on additional importance.  For youth in care, schools provide an opportunity to experience 
“normalcy,” when most other facets of their lives are in disarray. For youth who have aged out of care, youth who 
often lack the safety net of family to fall back on in adulthood, a high quality education and workforce preparation 
is essential. 
 
Any time the State removes children from their homes and takes them into its care, it assumes a unique responsibility 
that extends beyond physical safety. Connecticut should commit itself to ensuring that all youth in foster care 
receive the education they need to lead healthy, fulfilling, and productive adult lives; unfortunately, preliminary 
evidence suggests that the State is not meeting this obligation.  
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As shown above, 10th grade children committed to the Department of Children and Families’ (DCF) care are far less 
likely to receive a score of proficient or above on state standardized tests in all four tested subjects. Students 
attending Unified School District 2 (USD 2), the school district operated by DCF for children confined to the 
Connecticut Juvenile Training School (CJTS), Solnit Center South (Riverview Hospital), and Solnit Center North 
(Connecticut Children’s Place) are even further behind. 2  
 

 
 

This test-score difference is evident as early as 3rd grade, the first grade in which students are tested.3 These data 
document a troubling academic “opportunity gap” between youth in State care and other Connecticut students. 
 
While additional research is needed to quantify and analyze the causes, extent, and impact of the opportunity gap 
for children committed to State care in Connecticut, national literature provides insight into the multitude of 
factors that may contribute to their depressed academic performance: 
 

Trauma 
Nearly every child in State care has experienced some form of trauma.4 One national study found that a quarter 
of youth in foster care suffered from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a rate nearly double that of U.S. 
war veterans.5 Another study, from Illinois, found that 93% of youth committed to a juvenile detention center 
had experienced one or more traumatic incident, and at least 11% suffered from PTSD.6 Childhood trauma 
negatively impacts brain development, increasing biological risk factors that cause children to become distracted 
and defensive, and to engage in risky behavior.7 Children who are exposed to trauma are more likely to 
experience academic failure, more likely to be chronically absent from school, and more likely to have behavior 
problems in schools. 8  

Insufficient Parental Support 
Many children in State care lack parental support and engagement: the kind of involvement correlated with 
student academic success.9  In addition to living apart from their parents while in placement, they often want for 
any stable or supportive figure in their lives: someone to motivate them to try hard in school, to ensure that they 
are enrolled in appropriate classes, to read to them, to help them with homework, or advocate for them in 
special education hearings. Without parental involvement, youth in foster care may not have the academic 
motivation and support necessary to learn or excel in school.  

Mobility 
Children removed from their homes by the State often relocate rapidly from placement to placement. As a 
result of these moves, children often change schools several times during a single year. Each such school change 
involves a new class, new material, and adjustments to the curriculum. When school records and credits become 
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lost or delayed in the transfer as too often occurs, students risk enrollment in inappropriate classes and 
problems meeting shifting graduation criteria. This problem is particularly well documented in the foster care 
population, where frequent changes in school negatively impact academic performance.10 A 2010 State law 
designed to reduce these frequent changes allows children in or entering foster care to remain in their school of 
origin when their residence changes if it is in their best interest. 11 However, it is difficult to assess the impact of 
this legislation because it has no reporting requirements.12 

Limited Access to High Quality Schools 
Apart from frequent school changes, students in State care often lack adequate opportunity to attend quality 
public schools. Children confined to institutions or detention centers must attend the schools operated within 
those facilities. Further, a California study found that children in foster care are disproportionately likely to be 
enrolled in the State’s worst schools.13 There is reason to believe this is the case in Connecticut as well. Because 
most children who are in foster care are born into very poor families,14 and because state law protects the right 
of children in foster care to remain in their school of origin,15 children in foster care are likely to attend high 
poverty school districts before and after entering care. Students attending high poverty schools in Connecticut 
typically score below their peers academically.16Connecticut charter and magnet schools can offer an alternative 
to these local schools for some students in low-income communities. However, without engaged parents, it may 
be difficult for children in foster care to enroll in charter and magnet schools, because these schools are usually 
not the default enrollment option, and because they may require parental involvement to enroll. 

Absence from School 
Research from California suggests that children in foster care are far more likely to be absent from school than 
their peers.17 Disruptions in home life or absentee parents may cause children to miss school. Further, the high 
rate of chronic medical conditions among this population poses a barrier to attendance. Finally, children may 
have to miss school because they are in jail or have to go to court. This absenteeism is harmful: a recent report 
by the State Department of Education (SDE) shows that in Connecticut, chronically absent students (who are 
absent more than 10% of the school year) have lower average test scores and are less likely to graduate from 
high school.18 

Exclusionary Discipline 
Many children who have been exposed to serious trauma adapt negatively to their traumatic environment by 
acting out or engaging in distracting or disruptive behavior.19 Unfortunately, Connecticut’s schools often 
respond to these behaviors with exclusionary discipline such as suspension, expulsion, or arrest, even when 
these are behaviors that could be managed by the school while keeping children in the classroom.20 When 
applied to children in State care, these disciplinary tactics not only cost students valuable time in class; they may 
also often force children to stay at home in the traumatic environment that is causing the disruptive behavior in 
schools.  

Insufficient Individualized Educational Supports 
Nearly all children who come into State care will require some set of individualized supports or programs to 
help them catch up to their peers academically. For some, this will include traditional special education services 
and the development of an Individualized Education Program (IEP). Other students may request fewer 
resources, such as tutoring or periodic check-ins with a school counselor. Failure to identify and provide such 
supports contributes to lack of educational attainment.  

 
Each of the barriers listed above concern multiple players and factors both in and outside of school.  Many 
of these barriers can predate a child’s entry into State care.  Successful efforts to close the educational 
opportunity gap for children in State care must encompass reforms across both education and child welfare policy. 
Conversely, any set of reforms that focuses only on the role of DCF, or only on the role of local public schools, will 
likely be insufficient.  Raising the Grade for youth in State care requires collaborative action by DCF, SDE, and local 
public schools so that all children and youth in State care receive a high quality education. 
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