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Displaced children—those living in foster care—
are vulnerable. Federal and state efforts to 

help foster minors with temporary living arrange-
ments are an important emergency measure to pro-
tect children from abuse and neglect. But removing 
a child from his home and placing him with a new 
family or in a temporary home causes instability, 
and research finds that foster children are in danger 
of negative long-term outcomes, such as failing in 
school and homelessness. Recent changes to federal 
education laws to help homeless minors are over-
due, and state lawmakers have correctly taken the 
lead to provide stable learning options for displaced 
children. States should continue to lead in this area 
through parental choice in education and not rely 
on new requirements in federal law to help children 
who live in foster care.

When 5-year-old Ben was placed with a foster 
family, it was not long before he started asking about 
his mom.1 And his room. And when he would get to 
go home.

Danielle Cemprola, his foster mother, said in an 
interview for this Issue Brief, “For a week, we had 
pretty consistent questions and ‘I miss my mom, I 
miss my room.’ After about two weeks in, it occurred 
to him that he was not just at a sleepover at our 

house.” Fortunately for Ben, Danielle could keep 
him in the same district school in South Carolina 
that he attended before placement, providing stabil-
ity for Ben.

While all foster children like Ben have to adjust to 
a new home, Ben’s schooling situation is not typical. 
Studies find that foster children change schools one 
or two times a year (more frequently in some areas).2 
One study from California found that 75 percent of 
foster children transferred schools during the year 
they entered foster care compared to 21 percent of 
their peers.3

“I know a lot of placements in [our area] come from 
outside the county,” Danielle says, resulting in stu-
dents changing schools and homes at the same time.

Despite government efforts to help foster chil-
dren, the challenges persist. Writing on federal and 
state policies for foster children, Judith Sealander 
says, “At the end of the [20th] century, after four 
decades of sustained efforts at every level of govern-
ment, child abuse and neglect seemed a more dire 
problem than ever.”4

Some 428,000 children are in foster care around 
the country today.5 Federal, state, and local govern-
ments spend approximately $29 billion annually on 
child welfare services, of which foster care is one.6 
Most federal support comes through Title IV-E of 
the Social Security Act, funded at approximately 
$7.6 billion and is administered by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services.7

One reason why foster children are at a disad-
vantage in terms of life outcomes compared to their 
peers is because such children have low levels of 
educational attainment and performance. Research 
finds that “[almost] all studies of former foster chil-

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at 
http://report.heritage.org/ib4775

The Heritage Foundation
214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE
Washington, DC 20002
(202) 546-4400 | heritage.org

Nothing written here is to be construed as necessarily reflecting the views 
of The Heritage Foundation or as an attempt to aid or hinder the passage 
of any bill before Congress.



2

ISSUE BRIEF | NO. 4775
October 16, 2017 ﻿

dren reveal that their average level of educational 
attainment is below the average of other citizens of 
comparable age in their state or country.”8 As a result, 
individuals who have been in foster care will struggle 
to overcome the problems of poverty, homelessness, 
and crime because they do not have a strong educa-
tional background to help them find jobs or pursue 
postsecondary or vocational education.

Providing Foster Children with a Quality 
Education

A quality education will not replace a stable, intact 
biological family. Yet a good education can give indi-
viduals more opportunities later in life and help them 
become self-sufficient adults.

As described above, foster children often change 
schools, which research finds (for students in gener-
al) has a negative impact on student achievement and 
is a source of instability.9

Federal policymakers updated the latest version 
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA)—currently known as the Every Student Suc-
ceeds Act (ESSA)—to allow children to remain at 
their school of origin even after placement with a fos-
ter family.10 This change is long overdue, and state-
based education choice policies are already provid-
ing foster children with stable learning options:

nn Arizona. Under Lexie’s Law, nonprofit scholar-
ship organizations provide K–12 private school 
scholarships to foster children and children with 
special needs.11 Scholarship organizations accept 
charitable contributions from corporations, and 
these businesses receive a credit on their taxes 
worth 100 percent of their contribution, up to $5 
million annually.12 Nine hundred children with 
special needs or who were in the foster care sys-
tem used Lexie’s Law in FY2016.13

Students can remain at their chosen school even 
after they leave the foster system.

nn Florida. Florida operates the country’s largest 
tax credit scholarship system (similar to Ari-
zona’s Lexie’s Law).14 Foster children are eligible, 
and even if a child is reunited with his family or 
permanently placed with an adoptive family, he 
can keep his scholarship and stay at the same pri-
vate school.15

In the 2016–2017 school year, more than 100,000 
students used a scholarship to attend a pri-
vate school, and some 607 of those were foster 
children.16

nn Oklahoma. Since 2010, Oklahoma students with 
special needs have been eligible for the Lindsey 
Nicole Henry Scholarships for Students with Dis-
abilities Program. These scholarships provide eli-
gible K–12 students with a private school voucher 
to help cover the cost of tuition.17 This year, state 
lawmakers expanded the program to include chil-
dren in the foster care system or those who have 
been adopted from the state foster system.18

nn North Carolina. North Carolina’s Opportunity 
Scholarships provide eligible K–12 private school 
students with scholarships worth up to $4,200 
per year.19 Eligible students include children in 
foster care or students adopted from the state 
foster care system living in homes that qualify 
as low-income (household income of $45,510 for 
a family of four).20 As with Arizona and Florida’s 
private-school scholarship laws, foster children 
can remain at their private school even if they are 
adopted.

In the 2018–2019 school year, the state will 
allow foster students to use education savings 
accounts.21 With an account, the state deposits a 
portion of a child’s funds from the state funding 
formula into a private account that foster par-
ents can use to buy educational products and ser-
vices for the children. Families can choose a pri-
vate school for their foster child or customize his 
education.

The accounts will be worth $9,000, and foster par-
ents can use the funds to buy textbooks, pay pri-
vate school tuition, hire a personal tutor, or find 
education therapies their foster child may need, to 
name a few possible uses.22

Conclusion
If only one child must enter the foster care sys-

tem, that is too many. However, in cases of neglect 
or abuse, the foster system is designed to provide 
safe alternatives for nearly a half-million children 
around the country.
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More states should allow foster children and 
children adopted from the foster care system to use 
private school scholarships and education savings 
accounts. State policymakers should take the lead 
with such polices. Private school choice can help pro-
vide a measure of stability in the altogether unstable 
lives of displaced children.

—Jonathan Butcher is Senior Policy Analyst in the 
Center for Education Policy, of the Institute for Family, 
Community, and Opportunity, at The Heritage 
Foundation.
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