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Overview of the Child Welfare System
In 1996, the Florida Legislature passed innovative legislation to begin a privatized, community-based care model for child welfare. Child Protective Investigations are still performed primarily by investigators from the Department of Children and Families (DCF), but Florida’s Community-Based Care (CBC) system allows the state to contract with a single lead agency in each district to intervene when abuse, neglect or abandonment is found and to hold that agency responsible and accountable for creating safe, permanent homes for these vulnerable children.

In 2003, Kids Central was selected by the Florida Department of Children and Families to serve as the lead CBC agency for child welfare in Circuit 5, which includes Citrus, Hernando, Lake, Marion and Sumter Counties. Kids Central has built a coalition with these five communities to identify, develop and manage service delivery and to ensure that families are fully connected to and supported by their communities. Kids Central contracts with service providers in each of the five counties in Circuit 5 for case management services, and we partner with other resources in each community to round out the full spectrum of services needed by children and families. Services provided by Kids Central include, but are not limited to:
· Case Management

· In-Home Prevention/Intervention Services

· In-Home and Out-of-Home Protective Services

· Emergency Shelter

· Kinship (Relative) Care

· Foster Care and Adoption

· Independent Living Skills

· Intensive Residential Treatment

· Post-Placement Supervision

· Family Preservation/Reunification

· Treatment for Emotionally Disturbed Children

· Primary Prevention Services

Kids Central provides direct services to Independent Living Youth, Licensing of Foster Homes, and Kinship Families. Kids Central has contracts with three Case Management Agencies (CMAs) which provide direct services to children and families involved in the child welfare system, including adoptions. It also has contracts with a variety of community providers which offer other services to support children and families to divert or prevent families from entering the child welfare system. The three CMO agencies that provide direct services to children and families in Marion, Lake, Citrus, Hernando, and Sumter counties include:

· The Centers (Marion and Citrus)

· Children’s Home Society (Lake, Hernando, and Sumter)

· Youth and Family Alternatives (Adoptions for all counties)

Kids Central’s mission, vision and values have been established in order to guide our efforts in building better lives for abused, neglected, and abandoned children and their families. Our objective is to accomplish this task by managing a network of quality providers and working with the utmost accountability, efficiency and safety.  Throughout this process we value each individual child and their families and support our communities as they protect and promote the welfare of every child. 

The mission, vision and values are implemented with the overarching goal of making Kids Central the most effective lead agency for community-based care in the State of Florida and making the communities in Circuit 5 the safest places in the State of Florida for children to live.  This goal is established with the intent of meeting the core contractual expectations of a Community Based Care Lead Agency. Kids Central seeks to institute improvements that will help our community meet and exceed federal and state requirements related to safety, permanency, and well being for the children we serve and their families.

Mission: 
Kids Central's mission is to develop and manage a comprehensive, community-based, coordinated system of care for abused, neglected and abandoned children and their families.  This mission is driven by one of its core values, which is the belief that all children have the inalienable right to grow up safe, healthy and fulfilled in families that love and nurture them.  

Vision: 
Kids Central’s vision is to maintain and strengthen, whenever possible, the ties between children, families and communities and cause as little disruption as possible to their lives.  Our vision is reinforced through the following statements:

Values: 
Kids Central’s Circuit 5 System of Care and service provision model is based upon the following core values:

Prevention: We accept our responsibility to build better lives for children by taking a community approach to their welfare.  In order to achieve our vision of minimizing the number of children who require Kids Central supervision, we will maintain a complete list of community prevention resources, function as a clearinghouse to access information on utilizing those assets, and act as a catalyst to identify, coordinate, and promote development of additional prevention programs, while effectively providing care to those children who require it.
Service Provision: We will continuously evaluate all options for the delivery of services and make recommendations for improvement in the quality and efficiency of our existing programs.
Service Evaluation: We will constantly measure and evaluate service delivery and community environment using results to drive process improvement.

Investigative Decisions: We will strive to perfect the investigative process, focusing on the diversion staffing processes that make decisions to balance prevention and Kids Central supervision.
Assure Child Safety: Safety of the child is first and foremost in our system of care.
Strengthen Families: Children do best when they are with their own families. Our system of care is designed to strengthen families and support their ability to provide an environment in which their children and grow and thrive.
Manage Available Resources: It is incumbent upon our system of care to be a steward of public funds and manage them in the most effective manner possible in order to obtain the highest value and quality of service possible.
Diversify Funding: Available funding will be leveraged and resources from local, state, and national sources will be actively pursued.  These resources will enhance the ability of our system of care to provide necessary services to children and families.


Educational Impact for Children in Out of Home Care

Children who have been removed from their birth parents have endured some type of physical abuse, sexual abuse and/or neglect that has caused the child to be in immediate danger. For the majority of these children, the abuse and/or neglect did not begin occurring immediately before they were removed from their home. In many cases, they have endured some level of abuse/neglect throughout their life. This trauma, coupled with an unstable family life, greatly impacts their ability to mature emotionally, socially and developmentally. According to Brazelton and Greenspan, there are five things that all children need: 

1. On-going nurturing relationships 

2. Physical protection, safety and regulation 

3. Experiences tailored to individual differences 

4. Developmentally appropriate experiences 

5. Stability and structure that lays out limits expectations and promotes cultural continuity 

Although people can physically survive without these five things, not getting them has an impact on their overall well-being. Children placed in ‘out-of- home care’ have not received some or all of these five basic needs throughout their life, resulting in a disadvantage to their peers to achieve academic success. Researchers across the country have assessed the educational performance of children in foster care and have concluded that foster children as a group often demonstrate weaker cognitive abilities, behavioral and emotional problems, and higher rates of absenteeism and tardiness which contribute to poor academic performance and retention (Kurtz, P., Gaudin Jr., and Howing, P., Maltreatment and the School-Aged Child: School Performance Consequences, Child Abuse & Neglect, Vol. 17, p. 581-589, 1993). 

Specific examples of how a child in out-of-home care may be at a disadvantage from his/her peers include: 

· The child has received no assistance/guidance at home in regards to school work and has fallen behind his/her peers. 

· The child has endured physical abuse/neglect at home, which has consumed all of his/her energy and focus. Safety has become the child’s primary concern 

· The child has attended several schools throughout his/her life and did not attend school continuously due to the birth family moving and/or not enrolling the child into school 

· The child is dealing with significant loss from separation from parents and/or siblings 

· The child has unidentified learning disabilities 
Children in out-of-home care are likely behind their peers academically, and a higher risk for emotional and behavior disturbances that manifest in school. These can result in diversion to alternative school, suspension, and possible expulsion.

Children who are in out-of-home care and encounter multiple moves within the child welfare system are at a further disadvantage educationally. Research shows that youth lose an average of 4 to 6 months of educational attainment each time they change schools. Based on data from the Fostering Court Improvement Website (www.fosteringcourtimprovement.org), between April 2001 and September 2011, 40% of the children in the fifth judicial circuit had 3 or more placement moves while in out-of-home care. Often times these moves result in the need for a new school placement. 

Obstacles to school success that many foster youth face include: 
. Risk factors at home 

. Lack of school stability 

. Delays in school enrollment 

. Delays and problems in the transfer of school records 

. Failure to identify school needs and provide appropriate services 

. Lack of educational advocates 
Children spend a good portion of their day at school. As a result, the issues that affect their home life will appear in school. Children who have suffered abuse and/or neglect may exhibit the following behaviors at school: 
. Aggressive behaviors 

. Withdrawn from peers 

. Inability to concentrate 

. Underachieving or overachieving at school 

. Difficulty trusting and making friends 

. Excessive absences 

. Excessive organization issues 

. Exhaustion- sleeping during class 

. Inappropriate interactions with peers 

Kids Central Inc. and its partners believe that all children have the right to a quality education. Foster youth face varied and unique challenges that influence their educational achievements. Therefore, Kids Central Inc. is dedicated, along with its community partners, in ensuring foster children receive the supports and services they need to achieve academic success. 
Roles, Rights and Responsibilities
Birth Parents 
Although the child may not be living with his/her birth parent, the parent does maintain legal rights related to the child until removal by a court order. One of these rights pertains to educational decision making. Unless prohibited by court order or the termination of parental, birth parents may, and should, participate in educational decisions for their child, including any special education needs. Birth parents have the right to request an evaluation of their child, receive notice, sign consents for assessment, and attend meetings regarding the Individual Education Plans (IEP). The Educational Facilitators will provide a copy of authorization of release to include biological parent’s information.
The school and the case managers are responsible for notifying the birth parent when there is an issue with the child’s education that involves their consent. If the parent cannot be located or refuses to participate then the school and case manager can look to alterative representatives to fill this role (see foster parent and surrogate parent roles). 

Even though the parent does retain the right to educational decision-making, it does not mean that they have the right to have contact with the child at school. It is important that schools are made aware of a child being placed in out-of-home care and that they are aware of who has permission to take the child out of school or participate in school activities with the child.
Foster Parents/Relative Caregivers 
According to Florida law, in the absence of a birth parent, those children placed by the court into foster parent/relative caregiver are considered ‘parents’ for education purposes and can make the same educational decisions as birth parents. 

The foster parent/relative caregiver is responsible for the daily care of a child. As a result, foster parents play a critical role in a child’s education. It is vital that foster parents inform the other members of the team about the child’s academic needs. Foster parents are instrumental in helping to identify educational needs of the child and advocating for educational services and supports.
Foster Parent Roles pertaining to education:

. Register child for school 

. Attend meetings, conferences etc at the school concerning the child 

. Communicate with the teacher. 

. Help the child with homework and school projects. 

. Provide short term assistance with transportation when it is determined it is in the child’s best interest to stay at his/her ‘home’ school 

. Sign in-state permission slips when neither the birth parent nor worker are available 

. Obtain report cards and other school related reports 

. Apply for free lunch 

. Be the first line of contact when there is an emergency concerning the child 

. Consent for evaluation of child when it is determined child may have some special educational needs if the birth parent is not accessible 

. Attend IEP meetings and sign as the ‘parent’ when the birth parent is not present 

. Advocate for appropriate educational services and supports for child


For students who are ESE, or suspected of being ESE, a regular foster parent may serve as the parent, if the biological/adoptive parents:
a) Refuse to fulfill the parent role, or
b) have had their rights terminated or limited by the court, or
c) cannot be located or are unknown
Case Manager 
Educational outcomes have become increasingly important at both the state and national level. Child welfare agencies are accountable to ensure children in out-of-home care receive the educational services and supports needed for them to succeed. Through research and experience, it is evident that children in out-of-home care are at a disadvantage from their peers related to educational outcomes. Beside the many factors that make it more difficult for children in care to succeed academically, their ability to succeed in school and find sustainable employment is crucial since many of them will be on their own at the age of 18.

Child welfare agencies are accountable for certain educational outcomes based on the Children and Family Service Review (CFSR). All states must go through the CFSR to determine if they are compliant with national outcomes established for state child welfare programs. States that are not in compliance risk losing federal IV-E funds. The CFSR looks at outcomes related to safety, permanency and well- being. 

Chapter 39 Florida Statutes requires that documentation about a child’s educational status and needs be included in the Case Plan and the Judicial Review. Chapter 39 states the specific documents and information that must be provided in these documents. Kids Central Inc. has expectations of case managers: 

. Assist the foster parent with the enrollment of a child into a new school 

. Gather educational records to further assess the child’s needs (report cards and school records) 

. Contact Educational Facilitators if there are educational concerns 

. Document reasons for educational placement change 

. Assist with transportation to school if necessary 

. Communicate with birth parents and foster parents regarding educational issues 

. Monitor the child’s educational progress and have an idea of needs and strengths 

. Ensure educational services are in place to support child’s educational needs 

. Sign permission slips if birth parent is not available and foster parent cannot sign 

. Communicate with the school and advocate for child to ensure his/her educational needs are met 

. Try to prevent the child from moving to multiple schools
Case managers CANNOT sign education forms and consent to evaluations/assessments; however, they are critical in communicating with all parties and advocating for educational services to meet the child’s needs. 

School Designee

Every school in Marion and Citrus Counties has identified a staff person to act as the school designee. In this role, this person supports the academic achievement and social/emotional needs of students who placed in foster care. The primary responsibilities of the school designee include: 

. Serve as a resource to the school principal and other personnel to facilitate the provision of supportive services 

. Complete a Foster Care Designee Checklist for each foster care student at the school 

. Provide a list of students in foster care to teachers and school personnel who are involved with assessments/interventions 

. Maintain contact with the case manager as necessary 

. Maintain a confidential folder for the school containing information pertinent to a student’s foster care status (as provided by child welfare agency and/or educational facilitator)
. Work collaboratively with the child welfare agency to discuss, plan and assist the child to succeed in school 

Educational Facilitators 

Kids Central Inc. has received a federal grant that extends services to provide an educational advocacy program. As of 2012, there are two full time educational facilitators in Marion and Citrus Counties. The facilitators work with children who are placed in foster care under the dependency system, between the ages of ten and thirteen. 

The primary responsibilities of the educational facilitators include: 

· Identify children in the formalized child welfare system not achieving academic success
· Acts as a liaison and facilitator among the school, judicial, child welfare system, children involved in dependency targeted for grant, and caretakers (including residential staff, foster parents, bio-parents and kinship caregivers)

· Responsible for tracking and documenting elements required by the grant

· Provide targeted training and workshops to GAL, case managers, caregivers (including residential staff, foster parents and kinship caregivers), child welfare staff, judicial system, and school personnel

· Receive a copy of each child’s education records from Case Manager’s case file, including the Academic Success Plan completed by the Case Manager.

· Identify strengths, needs and goals and provide academic recommendations which will be filed with dependency court for approval

· Assist with development and exchange of educational records from the school system

· Provide academic services, make recommendations, and monitor progress 

· Participate in school based meetings and staffing relevant to targeted children to advocate for child’s academic needs

· Testify in court regarding academic progression

· Support the child to promote safety, well-being, and permanency

· Assist in creating the academic success plans in conjunction with case management staff to be filed with the court

· Expedite and make recommendations for tutoring requests in conjunction with Utilization Management for children who are significantly delayed in academics and monitor child’s progress resulting from tutoring intervention
· Provide technical assistance on issues pertaining to the education of students in the dependency system
· Enter all case data in FSFN and other identified database system

· Maintain confidential record of each child
· Identify the needs of abused and neglected children

· Understand child development and individual and family functioning

· Work with difficult to reach, traumatized or disengaged individuals and families

· Collaborate with other disciplines and community resources
Educational Facilitators can serve as a link between the school and case manager 
Educational Liaison

Kids Central also employs one full time educational liaison that will support the educational facilitators throughout the entirety of the federal grant. The educational liaison’s primary job duties are as follows:
· Review grade level performance against actual grade level for all children placed out of home care and for those children who are referred for Educational Liaison services

· Expedite and make recommendations for tutoring requests in conjunction with Utilization Management for children who are significantly delayed in academics and monitor child’s progress resulting from tutoring intervention

· Receive a copy of each child’s education records from Case Manager’s case file, including the Academic Success Plan completed by the Case Manager. Identify strengths, needs and goals and provide academic recommendations which will be filed with dependency court for approval

· Review school records, case record information and consult with caregivers, school personnel, child, GAL and case manager to understand issues/challenges/strengths related to child

· Meet or communicate with the child, school personnel, caregiver, case manager, GAL or educational parent surrogate to monitor child’s progress

· Attend or coordinate team meetings related to child’s performance in school.  Identify necessary resources and advocates and assists in establishing a realistic plan for the child

· Provide targeted training to GAL, case managers, caregivers (including residential staff, foster parents and kinship caregivers) regarding resources, special needs, regulations, etc.

· Testify in court regarding academic progression as needed

· Support the child to promote safety, well-being, and permanency.

· Enter all case data in FSFN and other identified database system

· Maintain tracking system and provide periodic reports

· Facilitate data sharing among agencies including education, child welfare and the judicial system

· Attend Community School District meetings or other appropriate community meetings

· Assist prevention programs on specific cases, as needed

· Partner with Independent Living Transitional Specialist to develop specific plans to ensure each youth has a GED or diploma by age 18

· Maintain confidential record of each child
· Identify the needs of abused and neglected children

· Understand child development and individual and family functioning

· Work with difficult to reach, traumatized or disengaged individuals and families

· Collaborate with other disciplines and community resources
Life Skills Facilitators

Kids Central Inc. also provides independent living services to youth ages 13 to 23 who have been in licensed care, such as a group homes or foster care. The Life Skills Facilitators provide support to the primary case manager, care givers of the youth, and the youth themselves. They teach youth about independent living skills and provide advice and resources to help prepare the youth to live independently when they exit the foster care system. The Life Skills Facilitators duties include:
. Develop an educational plan based on the youths’ goals 

. Monitor grade level performance 

. Monitor service provision for special education needs 

. Provide life skills training to youth to include educational resources 

. Provide educational advocacy, when needed, to ensure appropriate educational services 

. Train foster parents, case managers and others on educational advocacy 

. Attend IEP meetings for transition goals, when invited 

. Provide information and enrollment assistance with vocational opportunities 

. Evaluate eligibility and provide documentation for tuition waiver/assistance for post secondary education 

. Assure credit transfers 

. Advocate for same school placement 

Surrogate Parents
 
A surrogate parent is an adult appointed to represent the educational interests of an exceptional student who does not have a parent or guardian. Surrogate parents ARE NOT appointed for every child in out-home-care. 


If both the birth parent nor the foster parent or relative caregiver is available and the child has special education needs: 

. the court can appoint somebody familiar to the child to be a surrogate parent 

. the school can appoint a surrogate through their process 

If identified with a disability, a person acting as a surrogate parent will advocate on behalf of the child. The surrogate role is very important when it comes to advocating for evaluations and/or services that a child might need to excel in school. The surrogate is the one who can give consent for the evaluation, help to determine the services the child may need in school, and ultimately approve the placement for the initial special education services.

A surrogate parent cannot be an employee of Kids Central, the local school district, Department of Children and Families, or any other public or private agency involved in the education or care of the child

Who cannot sign IEP documents as a Parent or Surrogate parent? 

. Child case manager 

. Agency personnel 

. Operators or staff of residential facilities 

. Guardian ad Litem, unless trained and appointed as a surrogate parent 

. Attorney ad Litem/child’s attorney, unless trained and appointed as a surrogate parent 

Guardian ad Litem

A Guardian ad Litem (GAL)  is a volunteer appointed by the court to protect the rights and advocate the best interests of a child involved in a court proceeding. The volunteer Guardian ad Litem makes independent recommendations to the court by focusing on the needs of each child. The Guardian ad Litem advocates for the best interests of the child they represent. The GAL is part of the collaborative educational team advocating for the educational needs of the children they are involved with, which would include the development of a 504 plan, if needed.
Student
The National Foster Youth Advisory Council came up with a list of ten things to improve educational outcomes for foster youth in care. Three of the ten items pertained to including youth in decision-making related to education, as follows:

	Help the child understand what an IEP is and why it is important for them to be an active participant at their IEP meeting. 

Prepare by discussing the following with the child before the IEP meeting: 

. Child’s areas of strength/ and areas that need improvement

. Child’s goals and choices for learning, and goals for the future

Be Part of the Process, Teach the child how to be a self advocate:

. Listen and respond to questions

. Ask questions until you understand everything discussed

. State their goals for the future


Students in foster care should be included in their educational planning. Youth-driven decision-making leads to greater engagement of the youth in their educational success. For the foster care independent living program, Florida law requires that transition planning begin with youth in out-of-home care at the age of thirteen. The education system also requires an educational plan (also known as the ePEP) be complete for all youth by age 13. In Exceptional Student Education (ESE), the IEP becomes the transition plan beginning at age 13. A component of this transition planning is the dependent of an education/career plan. ESE children that are 14 and older must be invited to their transition IEP meetings and are expected to attend.
Information Sharing

The Department of Children and Families and the Marion and Citrus County School Boards have an interagency agreement that lays out how these two entities will collaborate to meet the educational needs of children in foster care. This interagency agreement is regularly updated and includes a wealth of information. 

The existing interagency agreement allows Kids Central Inc. and its contractors, such as case management organizations and schools to share information about a child in foster care. Case managers should present a picture ID and the letter documenting their authority as a representative of the Department of Children and Families when requesting information about a student from a school. The case manager should provide the school with their name and contact information. The case manager can provide the school with information concerning the child’s needs. 

Foster parents and relative caregivers can share information with the school regarding the child. Likewise, they should be able to receive information from the school regarding the child’s education. Information about the birth family is strictly confidential. 

The school should be informed of the foster parent/relative caregiver name and contact information so that they can be contacted if an issue arises during the school day. The case manager should remind the school that the foster parent contact information is confidential and cannot be disclosed to the birth parent without permission. 

School designees and the Education Facilitators can provide critical support to the sharing of information, including answering questions regarding confidentiality, assisting with obtaining records, assisting with transferring the child’s school record, reading and interpreting assessments and overall case support. 

Data Sharing

Kids Central, the Department of Children and Families, Case Management Agencies, and the local school districts will continue to improve the technical interface among state and local automated data systems of the Parties to provide for the efficient sharing of information;

Kids Central, Case Management Agencies, and the local school district will share information to ensure that schools identify youth in care and DCF officials have school records, while ensuring that youth’s privacy is protected.

Kids Central will obtain appropriate consent or court authorization to share information. Kid Central shall take all steps necessary to promote consent by the court, natural parent(s) and/or legal guardians of the youth to release educational information.

Kids Central will work with Mindshare and the local school districts to complete a data interface of information for children in out of home care. The information that will be exchanged will include attendance, behavior, FCAT scores, grades, and other information agreed upon between Kids Central and the local school district.  

Kids Central will ensure timely transfer of records between school jurisdictions through establishing protocols to be facilitated by the Educational Liaisons and the designated point person at each school.

The school district shall export selected data directly from their school information system on a weekly basis. Kids Central will pull monthly reports from the data system to monitor all children being served.Kids Central will identify trends and adjustments required and notify the multidisciplinary team to schedule a meeting to address the issues.

Kids Central will provide information of the data exchange from the school system on each individual child to the case manager or case manager supervisor assigned to the case. 

Kids Central will ensure, upon proper release, that current psychological and/or psychiatric evaluations of the youth that were obtained and have relevant information related to the educational needs of the youth, shall be provided to the school board, in turn shall ensure that the information is considered in determining the educational, habilitation, job training and employment services required to meet the needs of the youth.  A court order for the exchange of information may substitute for a release, if it is determined by the court to be in the best interest of the youth.

School Enrollment


No children in foster care can be denied entrance to school due to missing registration forms. There should be no delay in enrolling a child into a new school due to a change in placement. The school registration forms can be completed by the foster parent or case manager. This responsibility falls onto the foster parent unless they are unable to complete the task. The case manager will need to give the foster parent the information needed for enrollment (child’s full name, name of previous school (if known), child’s social security number, child’s current grade, copy of the court order). To enroll a foster child it is only necessary to have the court order and the completed school registration from which can be obtained through the MCPS/CCPS website(s) and/or the local school office. 
Did You Know? 
Withdrawing a foster child from school when they move and must change schools is as important as enrolling.

The foster parent should inform the School Registrar that the child is in foster care so that the foster care designee at the school can be notified along with other appropriate parties to ensure that procedures related to confidentiality of the student records are implemented. 

Information regarding the registration process for Marion and Citrus Counties Public Schools can be found at: 
Marion: http://www.marion.k12.fl.us/parents/enroll.cfm
Citrus: http://www.citrus.k12.fl.us/news/enroll_registration.htm
How old does a child have to be to start school? 
Under state law, a child must be 5 years old on or before Sept. 1 to enter kindergarten. To enter first grade, a child must be 6 on or before Sept. 1 and must have successfully completed kindergarten. 

When can you register for school? 
You may go to the school at any time to register the child for school. Previous school records or report cards help schools place students. Foster parents should enroll a child newly placed with them during the school year within 72 hours of the 
child entering their home. If a foster child is currently enrolled in school, every effort should be made to avoid disruption in the school placement. Children should remain in their previously assigned school, whenever possible and in the best interest of the child’s education. Transportation assistance is available to assist with the child remaining in their original school and can be arranged through the child’s case manager or education liaison (see transportation section for additional information). 

The following is a guide for enrolling a child in school. If you do not have the documents requested below to enroll the child, be sure to contact your case manager, educational facilitator or school designee to assist in the enrollment process. 

Which school will the child attend? 
Each school has a designated attendance area, and the family's address determines which school the student will attend. Contact the Planning and Growth Management office to find your attendance zone, use the following website: 
Marion: http://www.marion.k12.fl.us/dept/sar/maps.cfm
Citrus: http://www.citrus.k12.fl.us/pgm/Zoned_School.htm

Free and Reduced Lunch
When the child is enrolled in school, the foster parent should complete the School District Family Application for Meal Benefits. A copy of this form can be obtained from the school office. Almost all children who are in foster care will qualify for the free lunch program; however, they must have a completed form. As long as a court order or the proper documentation is given to the school – the child should qualify. 

Application Form Assistance 
A foster child who is living within a household but remains the legal responsibility of the welfare agency or court is considered a household of one. The amount the foster parent or relative caregiver receives for the child’s personal use is considered when determining the eligibility (not the foster parent or relative caregiver’s income). A foster parent or relative caregiver should never put their own income on the form. There is a box at the top of the form that should be checked for children who are in state custody. Once this box is checked you are able to skip several sections of the form, putting down only the child information. Only one foster or relative child should be listed on the form; each foster or relative child must be on a separate application. 
Educational Planning and Stability 

Research shows that youth lose an average of 4 to 6 months of educational attainment each time they change schools. Keeping the child in the same school should be the goal of both the child welfare agency and the school. The Federal Law, Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act, requires state child welfare agencies to improve educational stability for children in foster care by coordinating with local education agencies to ensure that children remain in the school they are enrolled in at the time of placement into foster care, unless that would not be in the child’s best interests. Maintaining the school placement can provide a sense of stability and academic continuity critical for the student when everything else is changing. 
Transportation and McKinney-Vento 

Children can often remain in their previous school through transportation assistance provided under the McKinney-Vento Act. McKinney-Vento is a federal law that promotes stability, access, and academic success for homeless youth. It promotes educational stability by allowing homeless youth to remain in their school of origin even if homelessness has caused them to move outside the school district. School of origin is defined as the school a student attended before becoming homeless or the school where the student was last enrolled. 

In order to be eligible for the benefits and services provided for by the McKinney-Vento Act, a student must meet the criteria for homelessness. Some children in foster care meet the criteria and are therefore considered homeless under the Act. 

The McKinney-Vento Act defines homeless children and youth as "(A) individuals who lack a fixed, regular and adequate nighttime residence…; and (B) includes – (i) children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative accommodations; are living in emergency or transitional shelters; are abandoned in hospitals; or are awaiting foster care placement….” Usually, once the provisions of McKinney-Vento have been met, an eligible child remains eligible for services for the remainder of that school year. 
If McKinney-Vento applies to the child, transportation is requested and it is in the best interest of the child’s education, the school will provide or arrange transportation for the student to stay at the school of origin. If the student moves across district lines, then both districts have to work together to provide transportation.
(reference:http://childwelfare.net/activities/presentations/McKinneyVentoFAQ1.pdf) 

Transportation Requests 

If you need to request transportation for a student, contact the Foster Care Designee at the school to which the child will enroll. They will be able to help you with the transportation request. The student may be eligible for transportation but the request can take 10 school days to set up and the foster parent and case manager will need to plan for alternative transportation while the application is processed. Educational Facilitators can provide guidance through this process. 

When School Transfers are Needed 

If it is necessary for a child to change schools, there are some basic things that can be done to make the transition smoother: 
. Do not change school placement during critical time periods (end of the marking period, directly prior to FCAT testing). It is best to keep school moves at natural transition times (breaks, summer, and end of marking periods). 

. The case manager can contact the previous school and notify them of the move and ask that the records be sent over to the new school as soon as possible. 

. The case manger can contact the previous school to find out what services were in place, issues the child was having in school, and the child’s overall academic progress. 

. Identify a person in the school that the child can shadow throughout the first school day. 

. Allow the child to get oriented to the school the first day- the case manager/foster parent can walk around with the child and attend part of the school day without requiring full day attendance the first day. 

. For children in high school, set up a meeting with the new guidance counselor and figure out the student’s class schedule so that they don’t lose a lot of credits in the move. 

Transferring Records 
Foster children cannot be denied entry into a new school because they are waiting on records. When possible, the case manager should identify the school the child is coming from and inform the foster parent and the new school. The case manager can notify the previous school of the transfer and inform them of the new school placement. The school will handle obtaining the records of the child from the previous school. Because there can be a time delay in this transfer, the case manager might want to ask the previous school if the child was receiving any special educational services.

Rilya Wilson Act 

This Florida law requires coordination by the DCF staff, the lead agency (KIDS CENTRAL INC.), and local school readiness coalitions and licensed early education or childcare providers. The Act also provides priority for childcare services for specified children who are at risk of abuse, neglect or abandonment. The Act specifies certain requirements designed to ensure the safety and well being of children age three to school entry who are under court ordered protective supervision or in the custody of the Department of Children and Families and enrolled in a licensed early education or child care program. Each child who is subject must participate in licensed early education or child care services at least five days a week, unless exempt by the court. The day care facility must be notified whenever a child who is subject to this law is enrolled in their program. Children who are subject to this law cannot be withdrawn from the program without the prior written approval of the Department of Children and Families and/or the community based agency (KIDS CENTRAL INC.). The day care facility must notify the lead following each unexcused absence or 7 consecutive excused absences for a child who is subject to the law. The case manager is required to make a site visit to the child’s residence following two consecutive reports of unexcused absences or a report of seven consecutive excused absences to determine whether or not the child is missing. 
Discipline/Code of Conduct

The Code of Conduct 
The Code of Conduct is important for every youth and their caregivers to review. A copy of the code of conduct can be found online at:
Marion: http://www.marion.k12.fl.us/students/docs/CodeOfConduct.pdf
Citrus: http://www.citrus.k12.fl.us/codeofconduct/11-12CodeofConduct.pdf
The Code of conduct outlines expectations of students and serves as a guide for parents and caregivers to understand discipline standards, expulsion procedures as well as school calendars, graduation requirements and special programs offered by the district. 

Suspensions and Expulsion for Children with Special Needs
 
A child who has an IEP or is suspected of having a disability cannot be suspended from school for more than 10 school days in most cases. In the case of less serious infractions, schools can address the misconduct through appropriate instructional and/or related services, including conflict management, behavior management strategies, and measures such as study carrels, time-outs, and restrictions in privileges, so long as they are not inconsistent with the child's IEP. 

Not later than 10 business days after removing a child with a disability for more than 10 school days in a school year, the school district must convene an IEP team meeting to develop a behavioral assessment plan if the district has not already conducted a functional behavioral assessment and implemented a behavioral intervention plan for the child. If a child with a disability who is being removed for the eleventh cumulative school day in a school year already has a behavioral intervention plan, the school district must convene the IEP team (either before or not later than 10 business days after first removing the child for more than 10 school days in a school year) to review the plan and its implementation, and modify the plan and its implementation as necessary to address the behavior. 
. Students must be told of suspension and be given the opportunity to present their side

. Principal makes a determination of guilt and discipline response and must report to parent in writing within 24 hours of suspension 
. Student and parent have the right to conference upon request of parent to appeal action. This request must be made within 3 days school days 

Response to Intervention (RTI) 

RTI is a process that refers to how well students respond to research-based instruction. The purpose of the program is to provide a safety net for at-risk students, some of whom have learning disabilities or behavioral problems. 

The student receives instruction through scientifically proven techniques. Students receive referrals only if they do not respond to ‘traditional’ instruction. If a student does not respond, the school does a comprehensive assessment to determine whether a disability exists. 

It is a school-wide academic and behavioral system for fostering student success. The core principles of RTI: 

1. RTI uses scientific, research based instruction 

2. RTI screens all children in the school 

3. Intervene early 

4. Use a three-tier model of service delivery, with increasingly intense instruction. The first tier is implemented in regular education 

5. Monitor student progress throughout instruction 

6. Use data to make decisions. A data based decision regarding student response to intervention in central to RTI practice. 

7. Use assessment for screening, diagnostic and progress monitoring purposes 

8. Use a problem-solving method to make decisions within a multi-tier model 

9. Use research-based scientifically validate interventions/instructions 

Exceptional Student Education (ESE) 
Individual with Disabilities Act (IDEA) of 2004 

IDEA is a federal law that ensures that all children with a disability are entitled to a free appropriate public education provided in the least restrictive environment. It allows students to have equality of opportunity and full participation in society. 

In Florida, students who need special individualized help at school can utilize exceptional student education (ESE). Sometimes called special education, the purpose of exceptional student education is to help the child progress in school, meet his/her goals, and prepare for life after school. 

Programs and services are available for students ages 3 through 22 with autism spectrum disorder, developmental delays, emotional behavioral disorders, hearing impairments, cognitive disabilities, orthopedic impairments, other health impairments, specific learning disabilities, speech or language impairments, traumatic brain injuries and visual impairments. Services are available for infants and toddlers with vision and hearing disabilities. 

The primary focus of ESE is to help students access the general education curriculum. A student’s primary educational need(s), identified in an Individual Education Plan (IEP), are met through use of nationally recognized curricula and behavioral approaches that are research-based and exemplify best practices. Eligible students are served in the least restrictive environment, as appropriate to the student’s identified needs. 

Please contact your local school board for more information:
Marion County: 352-671-6832
Citrus County: 352-726-1931 ext 2338
Accommodations and Modifications
Accommodations are changes in how children are taught and tested. Examples of accommodations include using books-on-tape, having extra time to complete tests, and using a behavior contract. 
Modifications are changes in what a child is expected to learn. Modifications include working on below-grade level curriculum, completing only some of a course's requirements, and taking other tests instead of the FCAT statewide tests taken by most students. However, an individualized determination must be made 
whether students are eligible for exemption from the FCAT based on their disability.

Related Services - Special kinds of help your child may receive in addition to classroom teaching. Here are some examples of related services: 
· Orientation and mobility services 
. Transportation 

. Interpreters for the deaf 

. Student counseling 

. Evaluation service 
· Assistive technology services 
. Occupational therapy 

. Physical therapy 

. Nursing service 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP) 

Every child with a disability who is eligible for exceptional student education (ESE) and attends a public school will have an individual education plan (IEP). An IEP is a written plan for the special education of a child with a disability. The IEP is a plan that outlines what kind of help your child needs to learn as well as the services and accommodations/modifications that are needed. 

The process for the development of an IEP begins with a request for an assessment.  Eligibility is based on the assessments of the child. This process includes an IEP team, which are representatives from the school as well as the birth parent if parental rights are intact (foster parent, relative caregiver, or surrogate parent could act as the parent if the birth parent is unable or cannot be found) as well as the primary caregivers while the child is in care. This team collaboratively develops the plan and goals. The IEP should be transferred with the student in the event the child should transfer schools.
Consent for Placement & Services 
Consent is required in order to conduct an assessment for development of an IEP. 
. The school must obtain parental consent before conducting the initial complete psychoeducational evaluation 

. The parent consent for the initial complete psychoeducational evaluation is not consent for the child to receive special education services 

. After the first IEP has been written, the parent/foster parent/relative caregiver must give consent for their child to receive ESE services 

. All consents and notifications must be documented in writing 

The Individual Evaluation 
. An individual evaluation is a method of collecting information about a child’s learning needs, strengths, problems and interests. 

. The evaluation may include tests, observations, interviews, or other ways of gathering information. 

. In order for a child to be individually evaluated, the parent or guardian (can be foster parent or relative caregiver) must give written consent. 

Eligibility Determination 

After the evaluation, the school holds a meeting called an “eligibility staffing” meeting. The purpose of this meeting is to discuss information collected about the child and determine what, if any, services need to implemented. The birth parent, foster parent, relative caregiver, and case manager can all participate in the staffing and voice their opinions. However, the birth parent or the person acting in their stead (foster parent, relative caregiver, or surrogate parent) must sign the forms. The IEP team, including the birth parent or foster parent/relative caregiver, determines whether the child is eligible for ESE services. 

Timeframes
 
School districts have 60 school days after parent or person assuming this role requests the evaluation and provides their consent. 
Tips for Preparing for the IEP meeting: 
. The IEP meeting is very important. The parent or person assuming this role should attend and be an active participant. Ask questions and share important insights about the child 

. Work with the team to discuss information about the child in order to develop the IEP 

. The child’s behavior at home and in the community, as well as the child’s interests and activities should be shared 

. Discuss the child’s strengths and needs and any concerns about the child’s education 

. Be an active participant and a good listener 

. Make sure you understand. If you don’t understand something, ask to have it explained in a way that you can understand If there is something that the parent or person assuming this role does not agree with on the proposed IEP, they can disagree and refuse to consent and/or they have the right to take the proposed IEP document home to review. The school should be notified as soon as possible to resolve the disagreement

Tips for After the IEP team meeting:
. Ensure that the child’s IEP is reviewed annually to determine if goals were met. The IEP can be revised during this time 

. Stay informed about whether the child is making progress toward meeting the annual IEP goals and whether the progress is enough to reach the goals. If the child is not making adequate progress, an IEP meeting should be held to review the IEP and make needed changes 

. Request an IEP meeting at any time during the year if a change needs to be made to the IEP 

. Request an independent educational evaluation if there is disagreement with the school’s evaluation 

Renewal of the IEP Annually 
Once an IEP is established, the IEP team meets at least annually to discuss the child’s learning gains and areas for improvement. This information is used to develop a new IEP. However, the parent (or person assuming this role) can ask for a re-evaluation at any time, if the child’s needs have changed since the last IEP was written. 

Three-Year Reevaluation 
The school must reevaluate a child who has an IEP at least every three years to find out if the child is still in need of ESE services and how the needs have changed.  This may include a formal assessment or a review of the current data available for the student.

Maximum Age Requirements for Services 

IDEA 2004 requires school districts to provide a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) to all students with disabilities until age 22, or until a standard diploma has been obtained. This will depend on the individual districts’ rules. 

Section 504 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a federal civil rights statute prohibiting discrimination on the bases of disability in any program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.  Section 504 guarantees the right to full participation and access to a free appropriate public education (FAPE).
“No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States, as defined in section 706(8), shall, solely by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance…” -29 United States Code (U.S.C.) §794.
Eligibility 

If the child has a disability or impairment but does not need special education services under the IDEA, the child may receive protections under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, if eligible. 
To be eligible for protections under Section 504, the child must have a physical or mental impairment. This impairment must substantially limit at least one major life activity. Major life activities include but are not limited to, walking, seeing, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, reading, sleeping, bending, thinking, eating, concentrating, communicating, working, caring for oneself, and performing manual tasks. The key is whether the child has an "impairment" that "substantially limits one or more major life activities." 

Section 504 requires an evaluation that draws information from a variety of sources for eligibility determination. A 504 Plan may be developed for students who meet eligibility criteria and need accommodations. 

If the child has a disability that adversely affects educational performance, the child is eligible for special education services under IDEA. Children who are eligible for special education services under IDEA are protected under Section 504 (but the converse is not true). If the child has a disability that does not adversely affect educational performance, then the child will not be eligible for special education services under IDEA but may be entitled to protections under Section 504, if eligible. 
What is a 504 Plan? 

A Section 504 plan is a legal document that accommodations for students in the general education setting. While not an IEP, the Section 504 accommodation plan usually describes the types of accommodations that will be made for a student in the educational setting. This document should be completed with the assistance from the Guardian ad Litem assigned to the child.
For more information contact the school district’s Section 504 coordinator; the Florida Department of Education’s Student Support Services office at 850.922.3727; the Florida Department of Education’s Office of Equity and Access at 850.245.0511; or the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights at 404.562.6350 or e-mail OCR.Atlanta@ed.gov 

Child Find 
Child find is a continuous process of public awareness activities, screening and evaluation designed to locate, identify and refer as early as possible all young children with disabilities and their families who are in need of Early Intervention Program (Part C) or Preschool Special Education (Part B) or services through Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 
Who is covered by Child Find? 
Under Child Find, it is explicitly stated that IDEA includes “wards of the State” and “highly mobile children”. Schools are required to locate, identify and evaluate all children with disabilities from birth through age 21. The Child Find mandate applies to all children who reside within a State, including children who attend private schools and public schools, highly mobile children, migrant children, homeless children, and children who are wards of the state. 

This includes all children who are suspected of having a disability, including children who receive passing grades and are "advancing from grade to grade." (34 CFR 300.111(c)) The law does not require children to be "labeled" or classified by their disability. (20 U.S.C. 1412(a)(3)(B); 34 CFR 300.111(d))

Promotion Requirements 
Each student’s progression from one grade to the other is to be determined in part, upon proficiency in reading, writing, math, science and mathematics. F.S. 1008.25 Success in the area of reading is especially crucial. F.S.1008.25(1) The basis for making promotion determination should reflect consideration of the following: focus calendar assessments, district benchmark assessments, progress tests, level of proficiency, remediation results, standardized tests, statewide assessment, approved alternative assessment, input from the Progress Monitoring Team along with the Student Assistance Team/Problem Solving Team, and other objective data. The primary responsibility for determining each student’s level of performance and ability to function academically at the next grade is that of the classroom teacher, counselor, and administration is subject to review and approval of the principal and contingent upon district policy, state statutes and state board rule. In the case of a student with disabilities, the Individual Education Plan (IEP) is also utilized. 

No student may be assigned to a grade level based solely on age or other factors that constitute social promotion.  F.S. 1008.25(6)(a) No one test with a single administration should determine promotion or retention. The end of the year report card shall contain a statement indicating promotion or retention. 

Florida Assessments for Instruction for Reading 

Beginning in the 2009-2010 school year, The Florida Assessments for Instruction in Reading will be available to school districts. This is a new comprehensive K-12 assessment system that provides teachers with assessment tools to support instructional decision-making in reading; which can be given three times a year. 

Low performance on the Broad Screening measures will indicate the need for further assessment. Progress monitoring measures will be available to assess student progress between administrations.
 
Diploma Options 

There are several diploma options in Florida schools: 

. Standard diploma- Must earn 24 credits in specified classes. Must earn a 2.0 GPA. Must pass the 10th grade FCAT (can get a FCAT waiver in special circumstances). 

. Special Diploma- No specific credits need to be earned. Does not count as a high school diploma or GED. Will not allow access to community college. Some of the alternative schools offer special diplomas and some kids in ESE programs are geared toward the special diploma. 

. GED- High school equivalency diploma. Can’t take the GED until after the age of 16. Only under special circumstances approved by the Superintendent can a youth under the age of 18 withdraw from high school and take the GED exam instead. Special circumstances could include events such as pregnancy. 

High School Attendance after Age 18 

Youth have the right to stay in high school until their 19th birthday. If the youth has a disability, they may remain in school through the school year in which they turn 22. 

GED Programs 

The GED is an alternative to a high school diploma. Successful preparation for the GED exam is the key. This program is designed to help improve reading, writing, social studies, science and mathematics skills. To accommodate busy schedules, day and evening programs are offered. Call 
Marion:
352-671-7206 or go to http://www.marion.k12.fl.us/schools/chs/courses/ged.html
Citrus: 
352-726-2430 or go to http://www.citrus.k12.fl.us/ged/
Transitional Planning for Youth 

Transition planning and services are necessary to promote successful post-school outcomes. Transition planning occurs with in the school and with in foster care for a variety of needs, such as aging out of foster care, returning to home and education. 

Within the education system, transition planning is often associated with IEPs. At age 14 IEPs become known as transition IEPs. These plans are the same as IEP that occur prior to 14, but require more in-depth planning and interventions to prepare for independence and career planning. 

The school system develops an education and career plan known as the ePEP. This plan, developed by the youth and school, is to be completed initially by the age of 13. The plan is kept in an online document, accessible to the student at www.facts.org. The plan is used to guide the student into relevant course work geared toward their career interests and major chosen. This plan can be adapted and revised as needed. 

Foster care Independent Living services require that transition planning begin for youth in state care beginning at age 13, and include an education/career plan based upon both the abilities and interest of the youth. The child, caregivers, case manager and school system should be involved in developing the plan. Life Skills Coordinators assigned to each youth lead the process and submit plans to the CMO case manager for inclusion in court documents. 

In Exceptional Student Education (ESE), the IEP becomes known as the transition plan beginning at age 13. A component of this transition planning is the development of an education/career plan. ESE children that are 14 and older must be invited to their transition IEP Meetings and are expected to attend. 

Students with a Disability
A transition IEP must take place no later than age 14 and every year after, until graduation. This meeting is important because it is a plan for the child’s future after completing high school. In order for this plan to be successful after graduation the team needs to make significant preparations and outline the steps that are needed to be taken. This meeting is usually done as part of the child’s IEP or 504 Plan. 

It is important to discuss the topics listed below with the child in order to develop transition services that are meaningful for the child’s future. The following is a brief definition of each area that should be discussed with the child: 

. Instruction – whether vocational, community college, or a university courses 

. Community Experiences – this includes community service, cultural, recreational activities 

. Post school/ Adult Living –what kind of living arrangements is the child likely to need: i.e. apartment, group home or shared peer living arrangements 

. Employment - on-the-job training, internships, or job shadowing 

. Daily Living Skills – learning skills necessary for independent living 

. Functional / Vocational Evaluation - how to use public transportation 

The IEP/Section 504 plans must clearly state all interagency responsibilities for the provision of transition services. 

The transition team needs to include the student, the caregiver, teacher, counselor, and therapist, case manager and representatives from any agency that will be providing services to the child to implement the transition plan. 
Post Secondary Assistance 

Many foster youth are eligible for a tuition exemption (free tuition) and fee waivers to a state post-secondary school and state education programs. Youth are eligible if they: 

. are in foster care on their 18th birthday 

. are living with a relative on their 18th birthday and were placed there by a dependency court judge 

. have spent at least 6 months in foster care after their 16th birthday and were then placed in guardianship by the court 

It is of great importance to get the child connected early with t

Youth should also apply for financial aid using the FAFSA. FAFSA, the Free Application for Federal Student Aid is the form used by all students (not just youth in foster care) to apply for financial aid. Most foster youth who complete a FAFSA will receive a Pell Grant which helps cover the additional costs such as books and housing. 
The University of Central Florida maintains detailed information on post secondary opportunities for youth in foster care as well as detailed resources on the financial aid assistance. This web site is located at
http://finaid.ucf.edu/fosteryouth/default.htm
 
Tuition Waivers apply specifically to state schools and programs, however, scholarships and financial aid are often available to foster youth. In addition, there are several independent living assistance programs that may be able to provide financial assistance such as Road to Independence and Transitional Support funds. 

Consult with the case manager or independent living coordinator for details and assistance with tuition waivers and funds to support education. 

Web Site References and Supports

	Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resource System (FDLRS) 
	http://www.marion.k12.fl.us/district/fdlrs/index.cfm

	FDLRS offers training, family support, integration of assistive technology and classroom consultation. 

	Community Technical and Adult Education (CTAE) 
	http://www.marion.k12.fl.us/schools/chs/

	Technical training at CTAE offers a wide range of programs for adults and secondary students including career training, continuing education and personal enrichment classes. 

	Office for Students with Disabilities 
	http://www.cf.edu/departments/sa/access/index.htm

	CCF provides support services to students with disabilities in meeting course and/or program requirements. 

	Florida Inclusion Network 
	http://www.floridainclusionnetwork.com/page265.aspx

	FIN provides learning opportunities, consultation, information and support to educators, families and community members 
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