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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this study was to determine if there was a difference in
academic performance between children in care (referred to in British Columbia as
children in continuing custody (CCC) and the general population of students in Grades
4, 7, and 10 in the areas of writing, reading, and numeracy. Data for the study consisted
of merging information on children in continuing custody with the Foundation Skills
Assessment (FSA) scores on all students in the public school system in British Columbia.
Academic performance among CCC was found to be significantly lower than in the
general population of students. This finding occurs across all grades studied and across
all subject categories. Implications of the findings are discussed and a comprehensive
strategic model is presented.
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Introduction and Purpose

Research has consistently indicated that children in care (CIC) tend
to perform below the national average for their age group, even when
in long-term placements (Smucker, Kaufmann & Ball, 1996; Dubowitz
et al., 1994) and are more likely to leave school earlier than the general
population of students (Kufledt, 1995). As a result, once these youth
reach adulthood and leave care, it is difficult for them to maintain
stable employment, and the earnings of those who are employed are
low (Dworksy & Courtney, 2000).

Few Canadian studies have examined the educational performance
of children in care, and those that have been conducted relied upon
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small samples (Flynn & Biro, 1998), or have provided only limited
information on student performance in specific academic areas. Earlier
work primarily describes educational outcomes of CIC without compar-
ing their achievements with the general student population, making
it difficult to understand how a child’s custody experience is associated
with educational performance.

The purpose of this study was to determine if there was as difference
in academic performance between children in continuing custody and
the general student population of students in Grades 4, 7, and 10 in
the areas of writing, reading and numeracy. The academic performance
of a particularly vulnerable population, aboriginal children in continu-
ing custody, was also examined.

Background and Context

The term “children in care” applies to a large group of children who
are no longer in the care and custody of their parents, and who are
cared for by state. During 2001, approximately 10,000 children aged 0
to 18 years in British Columbia were in care at any one point in time.
Half of these were children in temporary care, while the other half
were children in continuing custody (CCC). Over 65% of children and
youth in care are from families on Income Assistance at the time of
admission (Foster and Wright, 2002) and 60 percent are from single-
parent families (British Columbia Provincial Health Officer, 1998).

About 40 percent of children and youth come into care because there
is evidence that they have been physically, emotionally, or sexually
abused. Another 40 percent are in care because their parents aban-
doned them or were unwilling or unable to care for them. The remaining
children and youth are in care for a variety of reasons, usually because
of emotional, behavioural, physical, or developmental needs that their
parents could not meet (Office of the Provincial Health Officer, 2001).

Almost half of children and youth taken into care are able to return
home or leave care within six months, while approximately 70% leave
care within one year (British Columbia Ministry of Children and Fami-
lies 1999/2000 Annual Report). Some children and youth require longer
term care, and are considered children in continuing custody or continu-
ing custody wards. These children remain in custody of the Province,
which acts in loco parentis on behalf of the child, usually until their 19th
birthday. Approximately 5,000 children were in continuing custody in
2000 (Children’s Commission Comprehensive Plans of Care Reviews,
2001).

While research on this population is limited, we do know that overall,
children and youth in care experience poorer health and do less well in
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school than other children (British Columbia. Children’s Commission,
2000). For example Flynn and Biro (1998) compared the developmental
outcomes of 43 children cared for by a Canadian child welfare agency
and those of an approximate comparison group of 1600 children from
the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth. On several
indicators of educational success, the CIC group were found to be seri-
ously disadvantaged relative to the National Longitudinal Survey of
Children and Youth (NLSCY) surveyed children: 41% (vs 9%) had re-
peated a grade in school, and 43% (vs 7%) were currently receiving
special education. Also, the CIC children had changed schools (for rea-
sons other than natural progression) almost twice as often as the Cana-
dian sample (means = 3.9 vs 2.0). Kufeldt et al. (1998) concluded that:
little data is held by education departments on children in care; few
opportunities for liaison between education and social services depart-
ments exists and little cooperation between teachers, social workers
and foster parents occurs; provision for continuity of schooling in place-
ment decisions is inconsistent; and, school resources that might be
directed to children in care are inadequate.

Methods

Data for this study consisted of merging information from the Minis-
try for Children and Family Development (MCFD) on children in contin-
uing custody with the Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) scores col-
lected by the Ministry of Education, in April/May 2000, on all students
in the public school system in the Province of British Columbia. The
FSA is an in-school questionnaire, administered by teachers to students
in grades 4, 7, and 10. In each school, three 45–60 minute class periods
were devoted to completing the questionnaires—one class for each of
the three components (reading, writing and numeracy). Students who
were not present on the day of administration were provided with an
opportunity to complete the test the following week.

A detailed description of the administration protocol and the compo-
nents of the instrument are available at http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/
assessment/fsa/

Limitations

No single measure can accurately portray a student’s educational
attainment in school. The Foundation Skills Assessment is only one
test at one point in time and therefore only an approximation of a
child’s educational ability. While this standardized test is not the sole
gauge of academic ability, it does provide a reasonably sound method
by which to assess a student’s relative educational achievement. The
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test is uniform across the province, it is administered at approximately
the same time to all students, and is validated against Ministry of
Education benchmarks.

This study did not evaluate any particular programs or interventions
to assist CCC perform better academically. Instead, it is limited to
assessing the gap that exists between these children and the general
student population. However, by drawing attention to possible inequi-
ties in educational attainment, and determining where these differ-
ences may exist, provides a means by which suggested modifications
can be made to better support the educational needs of children who
are in care.

The sample of Aboriginal students is limited to those students who
attended public schools. Aboriginal students who attended band schools
were not included in this study.

Findings

During the 1999/2000 school year, 692,670 persons were receiving
services through the Ministry of Education. Fifty-one percent were
males, while 49% were females. Approximately 45,000 to 60,000 stu-
dents were enrolled in each grade from Grades 1 to 12. Approximately
6.9% (n = 47,935) of the total student population were Aboriginal. Of
the 4690 CCC, 3523 were between the ages of 6 to 19 and enrolled as
students receiving services provided through the Ministry of Education.
Figure 1 presents the numbers of Aboriginal and non-aboriginal CCC
students enrolled in each grade. Students in the elementary and second-
ary upgraded categories signify they are taking courses at a number
of levels and school personnel do not consider them to be in a specific
grade.

Most students attended standard school. For example, more than
98% of CCC and non-CCC students in Grades 4 and 7 were enrolled
in standard classroom settings. However, approximately one in four
(24.9%) Grade 10 CCC students were enrolled in Alternate Programs,
as compared to 4.1% of non CCC Grade 10 students.

Alternative Programs are offered to students who have difficulty
learning in a traditional (standard) classroom. They provide a more
flexible learning environment to students who are either disruptive in
a traditional classroom setting or have special learning needs. About
half of the CCCs in Grade 10 and 12 were behind at least one grade
(see Table 1). This compares to approximately 1 in 5 and 1 in 3 of non
CCC students in Grades 10 and 12 respectively.

Table 2 presents the CCC and non-CCC Grade 4 student performance
in reading, writing and numeracy. Higher proportions of CCC showed
outcomes below expectations in reading, writing and numercy. For
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Figure 1
Numbers of CCWs by Grade and Aboriginal Status (n = 3523)

Table 1
Number and Percent of CCC and Non-CCC Students

in Grades 10 and 12 Who Were Behind a Grade

Grade 10a Grade 12b

Status CCC Non-CCC CCCc Non-CCC

Behind a grade 205 12803 148 20583
(56.8%) (22.3%) (54.4%) (34.5%)

Not behind a grade 156 44648 124 39006
(43.2%) (77.7%) (45.6%) (65.5%)

Total 361 57451 272 59589
(100.0%) (100.0%) (100.0%) (100.0%)

aχ2 = 249.91; df = 1; p < .001.
bχ2 = 46.35; df = 1; p < .001.
cSome former CCC now in Grade 12 may not appear here since they have reached the
age of 19 and are no longer eligible to be CCC.
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Table 2
Educational Attainment by Legal Status (Grade 4)

Readingb Writingc Numeracyd

Outcomea Non-CCC CCC Non-CCC CCC Non-CCC CCC

Below % 20.3% 38.3% 8.8% 18.1% 20.2% 42.4%
n 9318 70 4053 33 9168 73

Meets % 71.8% 57.4% 89.8% 80.8% 71.3% 56.4%
n 32996 105 41232 147 32298 97

Exceeds % 7.9% 4.4% 1.4% 1.1% 8.5% 1.2%
n 3652 8 654 2 3845 2

Total % 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
n 45966 183 45939 182 45311 172

aScaled scores were developed by using Item Response Theory, which provides for the
weighting of each item in relation to the item’s overall difficulty and discrimination
(the ability of the item to discriminate between lower and higher performers). This was
done by having a panel of teachers review each test, first item by item and then by
clusters of items and then by the whole test to set a raw score cut based on definitions
of minimally meeting expectations and exceeding expectations that were provided to
them. Tests of association were conducted by combining scores from students who met
and exceeded expectations and comparing them to those students who were below
expectations.
bχ2 = 31.69; df = 1; p < .001.
cχ2 = 18.32; df = 1; p < .001.
dχ2 = 50.92; df = 1; p < .001.

example approximately one in four CCC students performed below
academic standards in reading (38.3%) and numeracy (42.4%). CCC
and non-CCC Grade 7 student performance in reading, writing and
numeracy appears in Table 3. Higher proportions of non-CCC as com-
pared to CCC students met or exceeded academic standards in reading,
writing and numeracy. Approximately 40% of CCC students performed
below academic standards in reading (40.8%) and writing (40.2%) while
almost half of CCC students were below standard in numeracy (49.7%).
Table 4. presents the number and percentage of CCC and non-CCC
Grade 10 student performance in reading, writing and numeracy. Higher
proportions of non-CCC as compared to CCC students met or exceeded
academic standards in reading, writing and numeracy. Approximately
1/3 of CCC students performed below academic standards in reading
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Table 3
Educational Attainment by Legal Status (Grade 7)

Readinga Writingb Numeracyc

Outcome
Non- Non- Non-
CCC CCC CCC CCC CCC CCC

Below % 19.1% 40.8% 19.2% 40.2% 20.0% 49.7%
n 8734 80 8787 80 9071 93

Meets % 73.0% 56.6% 76.3% 59.3% 70.4% 47.6%
n 33464 111 34848 118 31914 89

Exceeds % 7.9% 2.6% 4.5% .5% 9.6% 2.7%
n 3634 5 2065 1 4358 5

Total % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
n 45832 196 45700 199 45343 187

Note: Tests of association were conducted by combining scores from students who met
and exceeded expectations and comparing them to those students who were below ex-
pectations.
aχ2 = 58.28; df = 1; p < .001.
bχ2 = 54.58; df = 1; p < .001.
cχ2 = 100.53; df = 1; p < .001.

(36.5%) while almost half of CCC students were below standard in
writing (46.7%) and numeracy (50.6%).

Tables 5, 6, and 7 present the number and percent of Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal students in and not in continuing custody who met or
exceeded academic standards in reading, writing and numeracy in
Grades 4, 7 and 10 respectively. Omnibus tests of model coefficients,
blocking for non-CCC/CCC and non Aboriginal/Aboriginal status, indi-
cated that these predictors accounted for a significant proportion (p <
.001) of variance in reading writing and numeracy among all three
grades. At all three grade levels, non-Aboriginal children and youth
scored higher than Aboriginal children and youth in reading, writing
and numeracy (odds ratios ranged from 2.64 to 3.46, p < .001) and non
CCC exceeded CCC (odds ratios ranged from 1.40 to 2.41). With few
exceptions, reading, writing and numeracy scores were lowest in Ab-
original CCC, as compared to all other groups.
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Table 4
Educational Attainment by Legal Status (Grade 10)

Readinga Writingb Numeracyc

Outcome
Non- Non- Non-
CCC CCC CCC CCC CCC CCC

Below % 20.3% 36.5% 31.5% 46.7% 25.0% 50.6%
n 9187 65 14107 77 11019 82

Meets % 70.8% 60.1% 66.2% 52.7% 66.2% 48.8%
n 32059 107 29671 87 29151 79

Exceeds % 8.9% 3.4% 2.3% .6% 8.8% .6%
n 4048 6 1010 1 3880 1

Total % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
n 45294 178 44788 165 44050 162

Note: Tests of association were conducted by combining scores from students who met
and exceeded expectations and comparing them to those students who were below ex-
pectations.
aχ2 = 27.84; df = 1; p < .001.
bχ2 = 16.29; df = 1; p < .001.
cχ2 = 8.83; df = 1; p < .001.

Discussion and Policy Implications

Low educational attainment among children in care is not easily
explained by a single factor (Burley & Halpern, 2001). A variety of
interrelated factors may affect the child’s school performance including:

• Pre-care experience—the experiences of children prior to care place-
ment can have lasting and profound effects (Sawyer & Dubowitz,
1994). Approximately 40 percent of children and youth in British
Columbia come into care because of physical, emotional, or sexual
abuse.

• Poverty—poor children are over-represented in the care system.
Kerckoff et al. (1989) found that a family’s socioeconomic status
contributes to a youth’s success in adulthood more than education,
skill level, or personal initiative. Low socioeconomic status has been
associated with school failure, partly because children from this back-
ground do not receive the same level of early education as children
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from a higher socioeconomic background (National Center for Chil-
dren in Poverty, 1990)

• Emotional Challenges—Leaving one’s family and being taken into
care can lead to feelings of abandonment and low self-esteem among
children (Aldgate et al., 1992). Youth in care have been found to
be more prone than their peers to experience withdrawal, anxiety,
depression, inability to concentrate, and lack of social skills (Ayasse,
1995). Each of these factors can influence a student’s ability to focus
and do well in school (Aldgate et al., 1992)

• Instability—Children in care experience a great deal of instability
when they are moved from placement to placement. Extensive re-
search by Burley and Halpern (2001) concluded that repeatedly
changing schools disrupts the educational process and hinders a
child’s ability to learn and succeed academically. Calvin (2001) esti-
mated that “. . . when students change schools, they lose an average
of four to six months of educational progress.” School records may
be lost or their transmission may be delayed leading to a lack of
continuity and possibly difficulty in receiving needed services for
special needs students (Altshuler, 1997)

• Fragmentation of Aboriginal Communities and Culture—Leslie and
Storey (2000) believe that the colonial experience in British Columbia
has led to chronic assaults on the cultural identities of Aboriginal
youth. The impacts of this political and social experience has, in turn,
contributed to the difficulty these youth have envisioning a future
that holds any acceptable place for them, their culture and commu-
nity (see also Chandler & Lalonde, 1998). Thus, disconnection from
a viable future has led to the over-representation by Aboriginal youth
in mainstream social, health, and corrections services, and the under-
representation of Aboriginal youth in the mainstream education and
economic systems

The implications of the findings outlined in this study are many and
varied. Following are strategies that exemplify the kinds of actions that
could begin to address the apparent inequality in academic performance
between CCCs and the general student population.

(a) Limiting Relocations. In a recent study completed by the National
Youth in Care Network (NYCN) (2001) that surveyed 100 Canadian
youth in care, stability and safety emerged as the two greatest concerns.
A major obstacle to stability involves being relocated not only to a
different home but also a new school. According to Durr and Osborne
(2000) stability of placement was the single most important factor in
influencing children’s progress in all aspects of their lives. Moreover
they concluded that “. . . maintaining a child in their school should be
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a key priority for social services departments when looking to make
changes in care arrangements.” One youth in the NYCN study stated:

“School was the most consistent thing in my life. I moved around a lot
and I went to nine different elementary schools. But I always knew that
my teacher was going to be there when I got there every morning, and
I don’t have that at home.” (p. 5)

The Office for Standards in Education in the U.K. concluded that,
“If an appropriate foster placement is available, possibly with a member
of the extended family or an effective carer, and no change of school is
necessitated, progress in learning may not be seriously affected” (Rais-
ing Achievement of Children in Public Care, 2000). Every attempt
should be made to enhance the stability of children and youth’s lives
by lessening the number of moves to different schools. If a move is
necessary provisions should be in place to integrate the child into the
new school environment as smoothly as possible (e.g. ensuring that
school records are transferred promptly). According to the NYCN study
this is more likely to occur if both the youth and the foster parents
have input in the decision.

(b) Teacher and School Support. Teachers and school counselors play
a critical role in the provision of support and guidance to students. Not
only can they be important mentors to students, they are also able to
provide much needed information and support to students who might
be experiencing massive changes in other parts of their lives. “Teachers
should be informed of the issues and living situations of youth in care
so that they can understand how to support and advocate in favor of
youth” (National Youth In Care Network, 2001). Youth in the CYCN
study stated that they were frequently discriminated against based on
their status as wards of the child welfare system. Resnick et al. (1997)
upon surveying 90,000 youth across the U.S., found that of all the
measures of school environment examined, only two made a significant
difference for adolescents’ mental health: feeling connected to school;
and believing students at school to be prejudiced. Both older and
younger students who felt connected to their school reported lower
levels of emotional distress; or attempted suicide. Students who per-
ceived other students to be prejudiced reported higher levels of emo-
tional distress. What seems to matter most for adolescent well-being
is that schools foster an atmosphere in which students feel fairly
treated, close to others and a part of the school.

This agrees with findings from research in the United Kingdom. Durr
and Osborne (2000) concluded that schools need to develop an inclusive
approach and environment that encouraged children and young people
to fulfil their potential. Teachers should be provided with training and
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support to increase their sensitivity to the needs of children in care
within their classes to avoid often unintended, stigmatizing effects.
However, teachers cannot do this in isolation. The best examples of
inclusive school environments, according to Durr and Osborne, are
where other agencies and professionals work alongside teaching staff
to provide support and specialist services. Forham (2000) identified
two key factors that would enhance the educational life chances of
children in care and improve multi-agency co-ordination. These were:
personal education plans (PEP) and designated teachers. Schools
should designate a teacher to act as a resource and advocate for children
and youth who are in care and they should be suitably trained.

The sense of consistency may be further compromised for Aboriginal
CCCs who may be experiencing not only multiple schools but also a
lack of cultural identity within the school environment. According to
Leslie (2002) Aboriginal children and youth need to see themselves in
the school system—schools need to be culturally relevant. He postu-
lated that one practical approach to enhancing cultural continuity
among Aboriginal youth might be the “. . . development and implemen-
tation of a general academic curriculum, at all grade levels, which
strives to provide a balanced view of Canada’s colonial relationship
with the First Peoples (RCAP, 1996) from contact to the 21st Century.”
This curriculum could provide information on the ongoing contribution
by First Peoples to the development of Canada as we know it today
and might, as a result, lead to Aboriginal youth being “. . . more predis-
posed to view the education system as having something of value to
offer, even though it is not their (culturally appropriate) educational
institution” (Leslie, 2002).

(c) Involvement of Foster Parents. According to Freagon (1999), one of
the best predictors of a foster child’s success in school is an interested
and involved parent. Durr and Osborne (2000) concluded that foster
parents, as one partner in the process of providing the most appropriate
care environment possible, need to ensure that they get young people
to school on time, attend parents’ evenings, support extra-curricular
activities, provide help and support with homework tasks, maintain a
regular stream of communication with the school so that problems can
be identified early, and make decisions with the young person about
his/her education and future. As such they are the logical choice to
become the child’s “surrogate educator” (Freagon, 1999).

Foster parents often require support from the child welfare system
and the schools in advocating for children and navigating school district
policies and programs and special education provisions. These supports
could be in the form of training and resources available to parents that
are relevant, timely and accessible.
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(d) Youth Involvement in Decision Making. Many youth in the NYCN
(2001) felt that they were not given the opportunity to be active partici-
pants in decisions regarding their schooling. Moreover, it was discov-
ered that there was a major difference, “. . . between what the youth
believe they need in order to make decisions and what they are being
provided with” (p. 8). One youth summed-up the discussion on participa-
tion and being heard by saying: “Just because we are youth does not
mean that we are incompetent! Adults need to recognize kids and what
they are capable of” (p. 8).

McKnight and Kretzmann (1993) state that youth in our society tend
be victims of negative stereotyping and as a result are viewed as,
“. . . incompetent individuals who will wreck havoc on the established
society if they are not tightly supervised and controlled” (p. 29). As a
result, some youth are labeled as “at risk,” which serves to “. . . immo-
bolize youth within the community by defining them in terms of their
perceived deficiencies, rather than their potential capacities” (p. 29).
Defining youth exclusively in terms of their problems or deficiencies
creates barriers that make it exceedingly difficult for them to become
connected to their schools and communities.

How can youth be supported to maximize their potential? Ensuring
that they have access to relevant information and resources to plan
for their futures and involving them actively in decisions that impact
their schooling. This requires that knowledgeable and skilled school
guidance counselors, child and youth workers and social workers are
on-hand to act as catalysts to the learning needs of these children.

(e) Comprehensive Care Planning. In British Columbia, children in care
are expected to have a comprehensive plan of care that identifies the
child/youth’s current status, an assessment of their needs and the ser-
vices to meet those needs in each of the following areas: placement,
health and health care, education (if applicable), emotional and behav-
ioural development, family and social relationships, cultural heritage,
religious instruction and activities, social and recreational activities,
self care skills, and any other needs of the child. Additionally the plan
of care needs to identify: the overall goal of the plan of care; the views
of the child, parent and community regarding the plan; that the child’s
rights in care and the MCFD or First Nations Agency complaints pro-
cess have been explained: and, that the child was seen individually or
privately within the past 90 days.

In the case of an aboriginal child the care plan must also identify:
the steps to be taken to preserve the child’s cultural identity and to
comply with section 71(3) of the Child, Family and Community Service
Act, which speaks to the placement of aboriginal children; the name
of the child’s Indian band or aboriginal community; and, the involve-
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ment of the child’s Indian band or aboriginal community in the develop-
ment of the plan of care, including its views, if any, on the plan.

Because no single agency or professional is exposed to all of the above
dimensions at the same time, ensuring that the child’s plan is com-
pleted and kept up-to-date is critical to providing needed guidance
to the child and allowing all parties to share perspectives and plan
cooperatively on how to reach agreed upon goals. As well, a comprehen-
sive written plan enhances the possibility of continuity should profes-
sional staff change or the child moves and also identifies areas in which
joint training possibilities might exist. Figure 2 provides an example of
how schools, foster parents, agencies and the child in care, by adopting
a collaborative approach, can enhance the academic performance of
children in care.

Figure 2
A Collaborative Approach to Enhancing School Performance

of CCCs
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Further Research

This study represents an initial step to understanding the intricate
web of issues that influence the educational attainment of children in.
Other questions wait to be answered, for example: does the gap between
children in care and those not in care increase as grade level increases;
what factors lead to children in care dropping out of the school system
before graduation; and, what are the resiliency factors that provide
children in care with the ability to succeed academically?
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