
P
resident Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) into law on December 10, 2015 which reauthorized the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA). ESSA creates new possibilities for student and school success
in public education by giving states more responsibility in designing and implementing accountability systems and 

in determining the needs of schools. This is a shift away from the previous focus on test scores and graduation rates alone.
ESSA allows states to create a holistic approach to accountability that includes multiple measurements of success and provides
opportunities for local innovation. The focus on the whole child allows states to leverage improvements to achieve more
equitable school systems. The law enhances collaboration between education and child welfare agencies and includes
provisions that ensure school stability for children in foster care.1,2
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Children and youth in foster care experience higher levels of
residential and school instability than their peers. Student
mobility is associated with lower academic performance, behavior
difficulties, lower levels of school engagement, and increased risk
of dropping out of high school. One-third of children in foster
care will experience five or more school changes before they turn
age 18, and such changes often result in lost academic progress.3

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) promotes
continuous collaboration and joint responsibility between
education and child welfare agencies in ensuring the educational
stability of foster youth. ESSA includes provisions to give students
in foster care more educational stability by allowing students to
stay in their school of origin, if it is in their best interest and by
providing transportation to that school. If it is not in the child's
best interest to remain in their school of origin, ESSA requires
that the child must be immediately enrolled in a new school, even
if they lack the records normally required. It is up to the new
school to immediately contact the school of origin to obtain
records. The cost of school transportation cannot be a factor in
determining which school is in the child’s best interest.4,5
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In 2014, there were nearly 270,000 elementary
and secondary school children in foster care in the
United States. They represent one of the most
vulnerable student subgroups in the country and
face unique educational challenges. Students in
foster care are much more likely to fall behind in
school, have lower graduation rates, and lower test
scores than their peers. 

ESSA provides an important opportunity for
school systems and child welfare agencies to work
together to collect and use data in order to support
children in foster care throughout their education.
When data is shared between child welfare
agencies and educational agencies, both parties 
are better able to assist the child. ESSA also
requires state education agencies to report
disaggregated data on the graduation rates,
performance on state-selected academic indicators,
and achievement on academic assessments for
youth in foster care.6,7
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ESSA IN RHODE ISLAND

■ In July 2017, the Rhode Island Department of (RIDE) and the Rhode Island Department of Children, Youth and
Families (DCYF) signed a memorandum of agreement to support the implementation of ESSA’s provisions related
to school stability. The memorandum states that DCYF agrees to revise policies and protocols to meet the
requirements of ESSA and that RIDE will develop a statewide data collection and reporting plan on student
achievement and graduation rates for children in foster care. DCYF and RIDE agree to designate a point of contact
for ESSA implementation and work together to ensure children's continued enrollment within their schools of
origin unless it is not in their best interest, develop transportation protocols, eliminate barriers to the enrollment of
children in foster care in charter schools, and convene a stakeholder work group to review and develop policies that
meet the school stability provision of ESSA.8

■ In September 2017, Rhode Island submitted its Every Student Succeeds Act State Plan to the U.S. Department of
Education. The plan specifies that the state will provide performance data on students in foster care. In 2019, for
the first time, states are required to report how well students in foster care are performing on state testing and how
many are graduating from high school. As of February 2019, just 15 states and Washington D.C. had shared both
data points; RI was not one of them.9,10
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■ Publicly release state guidance on ESSA implementation,
including question and answer documents and
implementation toolkits to aid local jurisdictions.

■ Report on the progress of the ESSA memorandum of
agreement (including the identification of RIDE and
DCYF points of contact, revised policies and
protocols, and elimination of barriers to enrolling
children in foster care in school).

■ Track and publicly report data on students in the foster
care system (including school of origin, achievement in
math and reading, and graduation rates).

■ Ensure students are transported to their school of
origin unless it is not in their best interest by creating
a procedure for best interest determinations that
includes transportation agreements and written
transportation procedures. 

■ Pass legislation to mirror federal ESSA language in
state statute. 

■ Ensure teens in out-of-home placement are in the least
restrictive and most family-like setting to maximize
access to their school and community of origin.
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