Kids in School Rule!

A project in Cincinnati, Ohio designed to promote school stability and success for youth in the child protection system.

Introduction

Kids in School Rule! (KISR!) is designed around the goal of improving education success for children in the child protection system.  Research underscores the critical and powerful impact that education decisions have on the lives and futures of these children.  The following six partners executed a Memorandum of Understanding committing staff and resources to the project: Hamilton County Department of Job & Family Services; Cincinnati Public Schools; Hamilton County Juvenile Court; Legal Aid Society of Southwest Ohio; Hamilton County Office of the Public Defender, Guardian ad Litem Division; and ProKids.  The members of the KISR! Steering Committee believe that the goals and objectives are simultaneously ambitious and attainable. We created a range of strategies to improve educational outcomes for children in the child protection system, and it is our collective belief that implementation of this pilot project is the most effective method to accomplish the goals in this community at this time.

Project Description

The population participating in the Kids in School Rule! project involves children and youth in kindergarten through 12th grade who are placed in the custody of the Hamilton County Department of Job & Family Services [hereinafter HCJFS], or under court-ordered supervision.  Project staff may provide supportive services to children in any preschool that is contained within any of the participating schools.  Hamilton County Juvenile Court will issue special orders to ensure that KISR! staff have access to the records of students under court-ordered supervision. This pilot project was implemented in January 2008 for approximately 100 children in HCJFS custody or supervision attending twenty-two different Cincinnati Public Schools [hereinafter CPS].  Note: Due to school reconfigurations within CPS, as of August 2009, there are 21 participating schools.

This pilot adheres to values that recognize the importance of early identification and intervention in achieving academic success for youth in HCJFS care/supervision.  The project relies on a spirit of cooperation among the public and private partners to maximize resources, implement best practice principles and develop innovative programming that leads to academic achievement for youth in HCJFS care.  

Objective #1.  
Create a Culture that Recognizes Education as a Priority for Youth in Foster Care

· As part of the model Juvenile Court project through the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, the Juvenile Court already convenes monthly meetings with stakeholder agencies (HCJFS, Guardian ad Litem Office, ProKids, the Prosecutor's Office, and the Public Defender Office) for the purpose of engaging in systems reform to improve the handling and processing of child protection cases.  Beginning in May 2009, education (CPS) representatives and legal advocates (Legal Aid) join the monthly systems collaboration meetings on a quarterly basis to address policy issues that impact educational outcomes for youth in agency care.  The benefits to having these additional partners attend our systems collaboration meetings include:

· involvement of CPS education representatives in the collaborative process and in the decision-making that impacts school issues;

· symbolic and concrete demonstration that education is a priority for systems that work with youth in HCJFS care;

· identification of shared outcomes, including those that impact education, for youth in HCJFS care; and 

· ensuring that reform initiatives properly address issues that impact educational outcomes for youth in foster care.

· Convene monthly Steering Committee Meetings to provide support, oversight and problem-solving for the Kids in School Rule! project.

· Implement the Judicial Checklist during court hearings to ensure accountability for all participants and to track educational success for youth in care.

· Modification of Juvenile Court report templates and development of checklists to assist with Juvenile Court preparation for HCJFS case workers, Guardians ad Litem (GAL) and Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASAs) that address and monitor educational progress, success and outcomes for youth in care. 

· HCJFS education liaisons submit written reports to the Juvenile Court detailing the educational status and progress each time a youth in the project has a review hearing.

· Provide strategic cross-training about education and child protection issues for all key stakeholders (including CPS administrators and staff, HCJFS, Juvenile Court, GAL/CASAs, foster parents and kinship caregivers and service providers).    

· Educate youth in HCJFS care or under HCJFS supervision about the impact that education, school achievement and high school graduation all have on employment opportunities, earning potential and pro-social behaviors.  Engage youth in educational planning.  This education process will include some dialogue about the correlation between poor school achievement and the increased risk for criminogenic behavior.  The two HCJFS educational liaisons participate in individual meetings with every child in the project in an effort to engage the youth in educational planning.     

Objective #2.  
Ensure Stability in School Placement for Youth in Agency Care

· Develop and implement strategies for maintaining stability in both the school and substitute care placements for each youth in the project.

· Create a plan for maintaining the school placement if the substitute care placement disrupts (e.g. identify new placement in the same community; arrange transportation to school if the new placement is located in a neighborhood not served by the school). 

· Maintain accurate, current and accessible school records for youth in HCJFS care, and arrange for the timely transfer of school credits and records. 

· Develop seamless educational transitions for youth that include the implementation of educational supports for youth in HCJFS care if transition to a new school placement cannot be avoided.  

Objective #3.  
Develop Protocols for Improved Communication Among Collaborating Partners and Enhance Coordination of Educational Services for Youth in Agency Care

· HCJFS education liaisons.

· Two HCJFS education liaisons assist case workers in ensuring and monitoring educational outcomes for youth in HCJFS custody or under court ordered supervision.  These individuals also serve as liaisons to CPS.

· CPS liaison.

· A CPS liaison assists in improving educational outcomes for youth in HCJFS care or supervision.  This individual also serves as a liaison to HCJFS.

· Maintain high expectations for school achievement and ensure accountability for continuous progress monitoring.

· Ensure mechanisms are in place for immediate enrollment.  

· The Juvenile Court amended the language in court entries to include an order for immediate school enrollment when a youth is in HCJFS custody.

· Create a collaborative structure to coordinate the delivery of educational services for youth in HCJFS care.  When a child has an IEP, the individuals listed below should work in collaboration with the IEP team to coordinate the delivery of special education services.  This  is not intended to replace or supplant the IEP team, but to work in partnership with the IEP team.  Members should include, but not be limited to the following:

· HCJFS representatives (case worker; and HCJFS education specialist, if appropriate); 

· School personnel (teacher; visiting teacher/social worker; special education representative; CPS liaison, if appropriate); 

· GAL or CASA; 

· Caregiver (foster parent/relative); 

· Surrogate parent, if appointed; 

· Attorney or advocate who has education law expertise, if appropriate; 

· Parent, if appropriate; 

· Service providers, if appropriate;  and 

· Youth, if appropriate.

Note:  Additional team members may be required when a youth has an IEP.

· Establish a framework and standards for facilitating this collaborative process that include, but are not limited to, regular meetings or contact to discuss a youth's educational progress.  This team should employ a coordinated approach designed to address physical, mental, and behavioral health issues along with social, emotional and special educational needs and services that impact educational outcomes.  If a youth receives special education services, these issues may be addressed and incorporated throughout the process of developing the IEP or 504 Plan.  

· Train, support and engage caregivers (foster parents/relatives) to provide education advocacy for youth in school and to enhance academic progress for youth through interventions employed at home.

Objective #4.  Reform Policies to Reflect the Commitment to Improve Educational Outcomes for Youth in Agency Care 

· Review resources, practices, policies and provider contracts within the partnering agencies to assess the need for changes that will assist and support the tenets and philosophy contained within the goals and objectives of this pilot.

· Create visitation plans that avoid disruption during the child's school day.  

· Visitation project expanded through the Family Nurturing Center to include additional evening and weekend slots. 

· Secure service providers for the child that can accommodate appointments during non-traditional hours.  

· Ensure transportation is available for youth in the evening and on the weekends for scheduled visitation/services.

Objective #5.
Enhance Supportive Services

· Keep youth in school by providing advocacy to prevent or minimize absence due to school discipline.

· Identify and provide interventions and support to prevent or reduce truancy.

· Identify and provide positive interventions and supports as needed to strengthen academic achievement and/or promote positive, pro-social behaviors.

· Secure special education services for eligible students and provide access to an appropriate education that includes needed accommodations, supports and interventions.

· Access supplemental educational resources and social services for youth in HCJFS care that include, but are not limited to, the following: education advocacy through Legal Aid; mentoring; tutoring; extracurricular opportunities; counseling; or other supportive educational services to improve educational outcomes for youth in care.

· Ensure youth are referred to Legal Aid when educational advocacy and legal representation may be beneficial. 

· Engage in appropriate transition planning that includes the development of strategies and interventions designed to prepare youth for emancipation and self-sufficiency, which may include but should not be limited to vocational training or college admission.  

Objective #6.  Create an Infrastructure for Data Sharing and Program Evaluation

· Identify, develop and implement methods for sharing data and information among the partnering agencies.

· Identify program and individual student outcomes that will be measured and tracked as part of an evaluation of the pilot project to assess the effectiveness of this new approach.  The evaluation will be designed to monitor progress for the following reasons: assess if procedures and strategies support pilot project goals and objectives; aid in focusing improvement efforts to ensure success and accomplishment; retain commitment and support of the project participants and stakeholders; assist in expanding pilot system-wide and community-wide; create compelling evidence for possible future funding opportunities; and generate institutional changes that sustain reforms.  The time frame for the pilot project has been extended to at least June 2011 to allow for appropriate data collection, analysis and program evaluation.
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