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Chapter 2 

Child Well-Being: The Intersection of Schools 
and Child Welfare 

Fred Wulczyn 
Cheryl Smithgall 

Lijun Chen 
Chapin Hall Center for Children, University of Chicago 

this chapter, we argue for closer collaboration between public schools and the pub- 
lic child welfare system, on behalf of children placed at risk, with respect to whether 

they will do as well in school as their abilities suggest they might, all else being equal. 
The need for closer collaboration is tied to two developments affecting schools and the 
child welfare system. First, both systems, as the result of relatively recent federal, state, 
and local initiatives, are focused on accountability as never before. For schools, 
accountability fostered by the No Child Left Behind act means that educators have to 

pay closer attention to children placed at risk who may fall behind in school if their 
educational needs are not addressed. In this context, the overall well-being of children 
involved in the child welfare system poses particular challenges because the incidence 
of cognitive, social, and behavioral impairment is substantially higher than the rates 
found in the general population. From the perspective of the child welfare system, pub- 
lic agencies are starting to look at school success as a measure of child well-being and 
as an indicator of their own service quality, an expanded view of responsibility that was 
introduced in the wake of the Adoption and Safe Families Act passed in 1997. As a 

consequence, advocates are pushing child welfare agencies to consider placing foster 
children within their own home school districts in an effort to preserve educational 
continuity and minimize disruption in the children's lives. 

In turn, the new wave of accountability has focused attention on the shear magni- 
tude of the dually involved population. According to the most recent national data, of 
the more than 3 million reports of child maltreatment received annually, about 610,000 
school-age children (4- to 17-year-olds) are involved in a substantiated allegation of 
maltreatment each year, a figure that represents about 70% of all official maltreatment 
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victims and 1% of the school-age population (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2008). However, the national estimates understate the challenges facing 
schools in high poverty areas, where rates of maltreatment are often three to four times 
higher than the rates reported in nonpoor areas (Korbin, Coulton, Chard, Platt- 
Houston, & Su, 1998; Wulczyn, Barth, Yuan, Harden, & Landsverk, 2005). Moreover, 
few states or localities view risk from a life-course perspective. In California, where 
scholars have looked at cumulative risk, the current estimate is that 38% of all Black 
children and 20% of all White children have contact with the child welfare system 
(including reports that are not substantiated) by the time they reach age 7 (Magruder & 
Shaw, in press). In that involvement with the child welfare system may be a marker for 
cognitive, social, and behavioral impairments that are directly related to child well-being 
and school success, the implications of these data for classroom practice, pedagogy, and 
schooling, more broadly defined, are profound. 

To deepen our understanding of how risk and child well-being converge in the 
context of schools, this chapter focuses on child maltreatment and foster care place- 
ment, the principle responsibilities of the child welfare system. Two themes run 
through our review of the issues: (a) the links among schools, the child welfare sys- 
tem, and the well-being of children and (b) school readiness and educational achieve- 
ment over the life course. From our reading, scholarship and research that address 
the problem of maltreatment and foster care tend to view shared concerns through 
the relatively narrow lens of special education and other special learning needs. 
Although these are important perspectives, the classroom risks that involvement with 
the child welfare system implies may not be immediately apparent to teachers and 
school personnel even though the impact on the child's engagement in school is no 
less profound. More specifically, several factors converge to put children at risk. For 
example, children with involvement in the child welfare system typically come from 
poor, single-parent households; are disproportionately exposed to violence and sub- 
stance abuse; and, if placed in foster care, are likely to experience changes in their 
caregiving arrangements, all of which undermine a child's ability to achieve mastery 
in school. In broadening conceptualizations of risk in the context of practice, we aim 
to capture the breadth and complexities of how risk is interpreted and how children 
in school are exposed to, succumb to, or rise above everyday risks. 

Our chapter has three primary sections, each of which is intended to reinforce 
the notion that greater awareness of maltreatment, placement into foster care, and the 
educational challenges of dually involved children is important to schools and the 
public child welfare system from their respective policy, practice, and research per- 
spectives. We start with the epidemiology of maltreatment and placement into fos- 
ter care. Although definitions of maltreatment differ as a matter of public policy 
(e.g., some states do not recognize educational neglect as a form of maltreatment) 
and local culture, our use of the term in this chapter draws on the general notion of 
verified allegations of maltreatment. That is, the state public child welfare agency, 
having responded to an allegation of maltreatment, has completed an investigation 
and determined that some form of maltreatment did occur. The research we cite was 
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developed using state administrative data (i.e., maltreatment reports) together with 
county-level poverty data. These findings, which provide baseline incidence data, 
reveal both a strong poverty-maltreatment link and persistent developmental influ- 
ences that pertain to when children are most likely to become involved with the child 
welfare system. In particular, the data point to children who are younger than 1 year 
at the time they become involved in the child welfare system. As a group, they frame 
the developmental perspective needed to understand how schools and the child wel- 
fare system relate to each other within a life-course perspective. Although finding the 
child a safe and stable family is the first job of the child welfare system, forward- 
thinking child welfare agencies see the challenges and the opportunities that come 
with a developmental perspective that targets school readiness and accompanying 
support for children as a way to organize interventions that help students get ready 
for school and help schools adapt to needs of their students. 

In the next section, we review findings that pertain to the well-being of children 
who encounter the child welfare system in the first year of life. Although children 
come into contact with the child welfare system at all ages, the developmental per- 
spective that frames our presentation places particular emphasis on early care and 
learning experiences as a foundation for positive school outcomes (Kolker, Osborne, 
& Schnurer, 2004). Given the preponderance of children who have contact with the 
child welfare system prior to their first birthday, it seems particularly relevant that 
we understand the youngest children as they make their way toward school. To do 
this, we cite results from the National Survey of Child and Adolescent Weil-Being 
(NSCAW), the nation's first study of a child welfare population to examine child 
well-being using a national probability sample of children. The study combines cog- 
nitive and behavioral measures with information about the involvement of children 
in the child welfare system over five waves of data collection. By using standardized 
measures and NSCAW, investigators can assess the home context together with the 
cognitive and language development of children poised to enter school. When paired 
with the administrative data, NSCAW findings highlight the educational risks fac- 
ing a substantial portion of the population at the time they start school. 

In the third section of the chapter, we examine the educational trajectories of 
public school students with a history of involvement with the child welfare system. 
Again, we adopt a developmental perspective that starts with entry into school and 
considers whether children involved with the child welfare system are already behind 
(i.e., old for grade) when they start school. We then consider whether children con- 
nected to the child welfare system progress through school at a rate that is compara- 
ble to their peers. We do this by asking whether reading scores improve over time. 
Then we examine school completion rates, given different levels of involvement with 
the child welfare system. The findings point to the fact that children involved with 
the child welfare system start school behind their peers, are less likely to progress, and 
are less likely to graduate. We close this section of the chapter by looking at how 
child welfare involvement intersects with special education and how the classification 
of learning disabilities appears to dominate the way in which schools respond to 
children who are struggling with learning or behavioral problems. 
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We conclude the chapter by suggesting ways that the fields of child welfare and 
education, particularly early childhood education, can work together to improve the 
quality of learning, teaching, and schooling to which children at the greatest risk for 
maltreatment are exposed. The implications for education as a field and for chil- 
dren's school lives are critical to ensuring optimal opportunities for these children. 

EPIDEMIOLOGY OF CHILD MALTREATMENT 
AND FOSTER CARE PLACEMENT 

To build the connection between maltreatment, child development, and school 
success, we start with the epidemiology of maltreatment in a select group of states by 
age at initial maltreatment, race, and county poverty level (Wulczyn et al., 2005). 
These data both reinforce the important links among poverty, race, and maltreat- 
ment and expand notions of risk within the context of educational success. The data 
point to age-specific risks that draw particular attention to children younger than 1 
year. From the perspective of early childhood experiences in relation to school suc- 
cess, the large number of child victims younger than 1 year suggests that within 
highly vulnerable populations, the children who come to school with a history of 
maltreatment are especially vulnerable. 

Substantiated Maltreatment, Poverty, and Race/Ethnicity 

Although the rate of maltreatment is an important social indicator, theories of 
child development suggest that there may be significant differences in who is mal- 
treated that bear the imprint of developmental influences. This is not to suggest that 
no other factors influence the incidence of maltreatment. Rather, the idea is that 
within the constellation of factors that influence maltreatment, developmental con- 
cerns shape the underlying etiology of and response to maltreatment. As Shonkoff 
and Phillips (2000) suggested, these developmental influences are present in a range 
of populations and contexts. 

To illustrate this idea, we cite data that show the incidence rate for first-time vic- 
tims of maltreatment controlling for age, county poverty rate, and race (Wulczyn 
et al., 2005). The analysis draws on National Child Abuse and Neglects Reporting 
System (NCANDS) data from four states representing 296 counties, 11,450,000 
children younger than 19 years, and 64,000 first-time victims. The analysis begins 
with a simple description of maltreatment rates by age at onset for single-year age 
groups and then divides the counties into two groups based on the county's poverty 
level. Counties with low poverty levels are the counties that fall into the top 20% - 
that is, counties with child poverty rates (in 1999) between 2.3% and 12.2%. 
Counties with high poverty rates fall in the bottom quintile, a group that includes 
counties with poverty rates between 17.6% and 43.6%. 1 

The relationship between age and the risk of substantiated maltreatment is shown 
in Figure 1 . The rate of substantiated maltreatment is highest for infants, defined as 
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FIGURE 1 
Rate of Victimization by Age: 2000 (Initial Victims) 

Note. From Beyond Common Sense: Child Welfare, Child Well-Being, and the Evidence for Policy Reform, by 
F. Wulczyn, R. P. Barth, Y-Y. T. Yuan, B. J. Harden, and J. Landsverk, 2005, New Brunswick, NJ: 
Aldine Transaction. Copyright 2005 by Chapín Hall Center for Children. 

children who were younger than 1 at the time of the first substantiated investigation. 
The rate reported for infants in 2000 was 16 per 1,000, more than twice the rate for 
1 -year-olds, the group with the next highest rate of maltreatment. Rates of maltreat- 
ment decline with age, although small, age-specific exceptions are found in the data. 
Substantiated maltreatment rates level off around the time children enter school 
(approximately 6 per 1,000), decline from age 8 through 11 (approximately 4 per 
1,000 by age 11), and then rise again from ages 12 through 14. 

With respect to the relationship between poverty and maltreatment, the pattern 
showing the elevated risk of maltreatment for infants exists in both high-poverty and 
low-poverty counties. In high-poverty counties, the risk of maltreatment for infants 
is 2.8 times as great as it is for 1 -year-olds, the group with the next highest maltreat- 
ment rate, and 1.6 times as great in low-poverty counties. For children of all other 
ages, maltreatment rates are considerably lower, regardless of county poverty level, 
although there is a persistent pattern of disparity in that maltreatment rates overall 
are higher in high-poverty counties, as one would expect. 

Age-specific disparities in the risk of maltreatment are somewhat more pronounced 
in high-poverty counties. For example, middle adolescents (14- and 1 5 -year-olds) in 
high-poverty counties have maltreatment rates that are about 15% as great as those 
reported for 11- and 12-year-olds. In the low-poverty counties where age-based 
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variation in reported rates of maltreatment is less noticeable, the increase in substanti- 
ated maltreatment for middle adolescents is unremarkable. 

When the child's race/ethnicity is added, the data reveal the same underlying pat- 
tern of risk. However, the risk of maltreatment among Black infants is substantially 
higher compared with children of other races and ethnicities. Specifically, among 
Black infants, the risk of maltreatment is about 50 per 1,000 children, a figure that 
is equivalent to 5% of Black infants.2 The comparable figure for White infants is just 
under 10 per 1,000 (Wulczyn et al., 2005). 

Foster Care Placement, Poverty, and Race/Ethnicity 
Placement into foster care comes about when public agency officials, along with 

the courts, determine that a child cannot be kept safely in the home of the parent. 
Foster care is a temporary living situation that is arranged with the expectation that 
the family will be reunified. Reunification occurs more than one half of the time, 
although there are significant differences from state to state and within states 
(Wulczyn, Chen, & Hislop, 2007). When children cannot be returned home, either 
they are adopted or custody is given to a relative who agrees to assume custodial 
responsibilities. Infants are the children least likely to be reunified and the most 
likely to be adopted. 

In this section, we consider placement rates using the same lens used to under- 
stand maltreatment rates: age, county poverty, and race/ethnicity. Our analysis of 
age-specific placement risks begins with a baseline placement rate per 1 ,000 children 
by age. In Figure 2, the data reveal three distinct patterns that define the relationship 
between age and the likelihood of placement. These patterns are highly reminiscent 
of the maltreatment data. The most notable feature is the elevated placement risk for 
children younger than 1 year. In 2000, almost 10 infant placements per 1,000 chil- 
dren fell into that age group. This figure is more than 2.5 times the rate reported for 
1 -year-olds, the group with the next highest likelihood of placement. Second, place- 
ment rates for children between the ages of 1 and 1 1 were considerably lower than 
those reported for infants. Third, the likelihood of placement was higher for adoles- 
cents than for other children (other than infants). In 2000, the rate of placement for 
15-year-olds was 2.8 per 1,000, a full 50% higher than the placement rate reported 
for 11 -year-olds. Placement rates generally rise from age 12 through 15, reaching a 
peak at age 15. 

Age-specific placement rates by county poverty rates reflect the same pattern. 
Placement rates are significantly higher for infants than for all other children, regard- 
less of the county poverty rate. The infant placement rate is about 2.8 times higher 
than the rate for 1 -year-olds. After infants, children between birth and 2 years of age 
face the highest risk, and 14- and 15 -year-olds are the group with the next highest 
likelihood of placement. 

Placement rates for Black children by age and county poverty reveal the familiar 
pattern. Among infants, the risk of placement is uniformly higher, regardless of the 
county poverty rate. For Hispanic and White children, the data point to similar, 
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FIGURE 2 
Rate of First Admission Into Foster Care by Age at First Admission: 2000 

Note. From Beyond Common Sense: Child Welfare, Child Weil-Being, and the Evidence for Policy Reform, by 
F. Wulczyn, R. P. Barth, Y-Y. T. Yuan, B. J. Harden, and J. Landsverk, 2005, New Brunswick, NJ: 
Aldine Transaction. Copyright 2005 by Chapin Hall Center for Children. 

age-differentiated risk patterns: Infants living in high-poverty counties are the chil- 
dren most likely to enter placement. Placement rates are significantly higher for 
Black children compared with Hispanic or White children, regardless of age or the 
county poverty rate (Wulczyn et al., 2005). 

CHILD MALTREATMENT, DEVELOPMENTAL EFFECTS, AND SCHOOL 

In this section we interweave maltreatment, child development, and achievement 
in school. We focus on two issues. First, we review the literature to examine how 
maltreatment influences child development as a general matter. As we show, mal- 
treatment affects development across multiple domains. We then turn to the specific 
issue of maltreatment and its impact on outcomes in the educational sphere. To the 
extent that the literature points to specific risk factors (e.g., parental substance abuse, 
domestic violence, parent's education, and poverty), these data amplify the notion 
that children in the child welfare system are exposed to a range of influences known 
to influence school success adversely. 

Correlates of Maltreatment and School Success 

Child maltreatment is a complex social problem associated with caregivers' mental 
impairments, family conflicts, and socioeconomic adversities. Maltreating caregivers 

This content downloaded from 216.251.133.154 on Tue, 28 Jan 2014 12:58:31 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


42 Review of Research in Education, 33 

and parents are often characterized by psychological impairments such as anxiety and 
depression (National Research Council, 1993; Wissow, 2001). Caregiver substance 
abuse often impedes adequate parenting behavior, leading to child maltreatment. Use 
of drugs and alcohol by pregnant women causes direct harm to the children (Singer 
et al., 2001). An estimated 8% to 11% of newborn babies are prenatally exposed to 
alcohol and illegal drugs, although only a proportion of them are identified as victims 
of child abuse and neglect (Young, Boles, & Otero, 2007). Domestic violence involv- 
ing the child caregiver is a major risk factor for child maltreatment. Many studies on 
the overlap of domestic violence and child maltreatment have documented a rate of 
co-occurrence that approaches 40% (Appel & Holden, 1998; Edleson, 1999; Moore 
& Florsheim, 2008). 

The family's social and economic situation (e.g., poverty, unemployment, and 
low education of caregivers) is associated with maltreatment both directly and indi- 
rectly through parents' psychological well-being. Victims of child maltreatment, as 
determined by child protection services, come disproportionately from families of 
low income. As a major ecological Stressor, family poverty has long been known to 
have an adverse effect on parental mental health, including substance abuse (Alder 
et al., 1994; National Research Council, 1993). 

Five domains of children's development are recognized as critical for school 
success: physical well-being and motor skills, social and emotional development, 
approaches to learning, language development, and cognition and general knowledge 
(National Education Goals Panel, 1997). Children lacking in these core competen- 
cies are less likely to succeed in school than those who are well prepared (Lewit & 
Baker, 1994; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). According to a report based on the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 (ECLS-K; Zill & 
West, 2001), a considerable proportion of kindergarten children experience develop- 
mental difficulties, such as having difficulty paying attention for sustained periods 
(13%) or communicating clearly with others (11%). An earlier study of kindergarten- 
ers found that according to teachers' reports, more than one third of the students were 
not ready for school because they lacked core competencies (Lewit & Baker, 1994). 

Differences in developmental status are evident well before school age, and children's 
experiences in the first few years of their lives have a tremendous impact on their devel- 
opmental prospects, setting the stage for future academic performance in school and 
beyond (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2005). The family and community constitute 
the major developmental context of a child. The ECLS-K study identified four major 
risk factors related to the family that compromise children's readiness for school (Zill & 
West, 2001). Children living in a family on public assistance, living in single-parent 
homes, having parents with less than high school education, and having a primary lan- 
guage that is not English are described as being less well prepared for school. The effect 
of the risk is cumulative in that children with more risk factors perform worse in all 
five domains of development (Pike, Iervolino, Eley, Price, & Plomin, 2006; Stanton- 
Chapman, Chapman, Kaiser, & Hancock, 2004). 
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Other studies have found an adverse effect of family poverty and low parental edu- 
cation on the cognitive development and language ability of children before school 
age (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Mercy & Steelman, 1982; Pike et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, the adverse effect of early childhood poverty persists through the school 
years, predicting academic achievement and school completion rates. It is found that 
only early childhood poverty, not middle childhood or early adolescent poverty, is 
related to high school dropout rates (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, Yeung, & Smith, 
1998). Obviously children raised in poverty, especially during the first few years of 
life, have significant disadvantages in preschool competencies, which set them on a 
trajectory for lower school achievement. 

One question is how the home environment, parenting behavior, and poverty 
intersect to form the context of early child development. For example, research has 
established that caregiver warmth and cognitive stimulation toward the child as well 
as physical conditions and learning opportunities of the home are strong mediators 
between family income and cognitive development of young children (Linver, 
Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen., 2002; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks-Gunn, 2002). Poverty is 
associated as well with a number of resources for young children. Children in socioe- 
conomically disadvantaged families have far fewer books and educational toys and 
receive far less reading from their parents (Adams, 1990; Bradley, Corwyn, Burchinal, 
McAdoo, & Garcia Coll, 2001; Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997). Moreover, each of 
the three major indicators of socioeconomic status (family income, parental educa- 
tion, and parental occupation) is associated with school achievement directly and 
indirectly through better parenting (DeGarmo, Forgatch, & Martinez, 1999). 

Developmental Consequences of Maltreatment 

Child maltreatment has serious and often long-lasting consequences on the phys- 
ical, cognitive, emotional, and social development of children. A significant propor- 
tion of young children suffering abuse and neglect are found to have physical injuries, 
health problems, growth delays, and impaired brain functioning (Leslie et al., 2005; 
Silver et al., 1999). The damaging effect is especially severe for infants and young chil- 
dren because it interrupts and delays their brain development (De Bellis, 2005; De 
Bellis et al., 2002), with consequences for later performance in school. 

Cognitive and language delays are common among maltreated children, exceeding the 
normal rate found in the general child population (Leslie et al., 2005; Silver et al., 1999; 
Simpson, Colpe, & Greenspan, 2003; Singer et al., 2001). Although socioeconomic sta- 
tus is associated with developmental delays, some investigators (e.g., Beers & De Bellis, 
2002) have found that maltreatment inflicts independent damage on cognitive function- 
ing of children even after socioeconomic status is controlled. A comparative study of mal- 
treated children in foster care with nonmaltreated children with similar socioeconomic 
status backgrounds indicated that maltreated children have significantly lower scores in 
visuospatial functioning, language, and general cognitive functioning (Pears & Fisher, 
2005). In their comparison of language development among maltreated children and 
children with comparable demographic and socioeconomic status, Eigsti and Cicchetti 
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(2004) discovered diat both maltreated children and their nonmaltreated peers experi- 
enced syntactic delays attributable to their impoverished environments; however, the 

delays of the maltreated children were more severe than those of the comparison group, 
indicating that maltreatment exacerbated the language delay. 

Maltreated children have been found to have deficits in social-emotional domains, 
including poor emotional comprehension, heightened arousal to negative emotions, 
and increased expression of negative emotions (Bennett, Sullivan, & Lewis, 2005; 
Cicchetti & Curtis, 2005; Pears & Fisher, 2005). Studies have shown that maltreated 
children are likely to form insecure attachments with caregivers (Barnett, Ganiban, & 
Cicchetti, 1999) and have poor relationships with peers (see Howe & Parke, 2001). 

The developmental impact of early maltreatment is not transient and often has 

long-term deleterious effects, including inadequate school performance. Studies have 
shown that children who experienced abuse and neglect are less motivated in school, 
perform worse in math and English in elementary school, and are more likely to be 
held back in kindergarten and first grade (Rowe & Eckenrode, 1999). A recent lon- 

gitudinal study of child aggression indicated that child neglect in the first 2 years of 
life is a more important precursor of childhood aggression at age 8 than is later 

neglect or physical abuse at any age (Kotch et al., 2008). 

INFANTS AS VICTIMS OF CHILD MALTREATMENT 

In this section, we focus on a nationally representative sample of 1,196 children who 
were involved with the child welfare system in their first year of life. We follow them 

through age 5 or 6, as they are getting ready for or have just started school. We describe 
the profiles of these children and their living environments, paying particular attention 
to risk factors that are present. We also examine the developmental trajectory of these 
children and assess their school readiness, especially their cognitive and language skills. 

The National Survey of Children and Adolescent Weil-Being (NSCAW) is a nation- 

ally representative survey of more than 5,501 children aged 0 to 14 who were investi- 

gated for child maltreatment in 93 designated areas (counties or child welfare 

jurisdictions) within a 15-month period starting in October 1999. This study is based 
on a subsample of 1,196 infants, whose median age at the baseline interview was 6 
months. These infants were followed up on three more occasions after the baseline sur- 

vey: at about 22 months, 38 months, and 68 months.3 Time intervals between two adja- 
cent waves vary for different children, the intervals described above being only the 
median. As a result, the children's ages at each wave vary. With respect to administra- 
tive data presented in the prior section (the incidence of maltreatment and placement 
in 2000), these survey-based data refer directly to the population of infants identified 

previously, providing what is in many respects the most comprehensive portrait of the 
child welfare service population ever assembled. 

Profiles of the Infants and Their Living Environments 

Table 1 shows the characteristics of infants involved with the child welfare system 
and the attributes of their family and social contexts. Obviously, with 30% Black and 
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TABLE 1 
Profiles of Children, Caregivers, and Living Environments at Baseline 

Unweighted 
Characteristics Frequency Percentage SE 

Child gender 
Male 619 49.1 3.2 
Female 577 50.9 3.2 

Child race/ethnicity 
Black/non-Hispanic 468 29.6 3.0 
White/non-Hispanic 410 43.7 3.8 
Hispanic 233 21.3 2.3 
Other 79 5.4 1.2 

Child abuse type 
Physical maltreatment 195 17.9 2.0 
Physical neglect didn't provide 492 39.7 2.4 
Neglect: no supervision, abandonment 238 27.0 2.6 
Emotional, sexual, moral abuse 70 6.6 1.2 
Other 89 8.9 1.4 

Abuse substantiation indicator 
Not substantiated 350 49.8 3.2 
Substantiated 846 50.2 3.2 

Child with chronic illness 
No 867 73.9 2.2 
Yes 329 26.1 2.2 

Caregiver age, years 
<20 145 19.3 2.8 
20-25 295 28.0 2.2 
26-35 306 23.6 2.2 
36-45 249 16.6 1.6 
>45 198 12.6 1.7 

Caregiver highest degree 
Less than high school 389 37.9 2.3 
High school 539 45.6 2.4 
High school plus 264 16.5 1.5 

Caregiver employment status 
Employed full or part time 566 46.2 2.5 
Unemployed or not working 630 53.8 2.5 

Family income 
Above poverty line 600 54.9 2.8 
Below poverty line 490 45.1 2.8 

(continued) 

This content downloaded from 216.251.133.154 on Tue, 28 Jan 2014 12:58:31 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


46 Review of Research in Education, 33 

TABLE 1 (continued) 

Unweighted 
Characteristics Frequency Percentage SE 

Caregiver marital status 
Married 580 47.1 2.8 
Divorced or never married 616 52.9 2.8 

Number of children in household 
1-4 1050 89.0 2.7 
5 or more 146 11.0 1.6 

Domestic violence against caregiver 
in past year 
No 482 58.5 4.2 
Yes 245 41.5 4.2 

Caregiver arrested in past year 
No 534 69.4 3.8 
Yes 216 30.6 3.8 

Caregiver neighborhood quality 
No serious problems 953 78.6 2.2 
Serious problems 243 21.4 2.2 

Caregivers drug/alcohol abuse 
No 646 61.8 2.7 
Yes 550 38.2 2.7 

Caregiver mental health problem 
No 909 78.2 3.4 
Yes 287 21.8 3.4 

Poor parenting skills 
No 644 60.4 2.7 
Yes 552 39.6 2.7 

Low social support 
No 756 71.8 2.3 
Yes 440 28.2 2.3 

History of abuse/neglect of caregiver 
No 800 67.9 2.1 
Yes 396 32.1 2.1 

Total 1,196 100 

Note. The frequencies are not weighted, and the percentages are weighted by the sampling weight. 

21% Hispanic, minority children are overrepresented compared with the general pop- 
ulation. The most common type of maltreatment is physical neglect, followed by 
neglect (no supervision and abandonment) and physical abuse. One half of the child 
abuse and neglect investigations are substantiated. However, only 27% of the children 
are placed in foster care. 
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With respect to risk factors linked to well-being and school success, the data in 
Table 1 indicate that infants involved in the child welfare system tend to come from 
families with low income, low educational achievement, and low employment rates. 
More than one half of the caregivers were unmarried at the time of the baseline inter- 
view; about 40% of the caregivers experienced domestic violence. Mental health prob- 
lems, crime, and substance use were frequently mentioned. Neighborhood quality, 
social support, and their own (i.e., the caregivers') history of maltreatment were listed 
as issues facing families with infants who had been investigated for maltreatment. 

Children's Involvement With the Child Welfare System 

Although one half of the infants are substantiated victims of maltreatment, many 
stayed with their parents while receiving various services. At baseline, about 27% of 
the infants are placed in out-of-home care, mostly in foster homes or with relatives. 
More than one half of the children in out-of-home care are placed in conventional 
foster homes, 46% are placed in kinship care, and less than 3% are placed in group 
home or residential care. 

As time goes on, the number of children living in foster care gradually declines, 
as more permanent family settings are located. By Wave 5 (at about 5 to 6 years old), 
only 5% of the infants placed in foster care remain in out-of-home care. Most of the 
children originally placed in foster homes are adopted, while a small percentage 
return to their parents. Many children placed in foster care experience multiple 
changes in placement settings. The data indicate that by the time of Wave 5, a child 
who was placed in foster care at baseline would have experienced an average of two 
out-of-home placements, and 66% of their short lives would have been spent in 
out-of-home care. 

Developmental Status 

With the prevalence of various risk factors and unstable living arrangements, we 
should expect to see developmental delays within the population. The Bayley Infant 
Neurodevelopmental Screener (BINS) screens infants aged 3 through 24 months for 
signs of neurological impairment or developmental delay. The BINS identifies more 
than 53% of the infants at high risk and 36% at moderate risk for developmental 
problems. This is much higher than the 14% at high risk for the national normative 
sample of nonclinical children and similar to the 56% for the normative clinical sam- 
ple (Aylward, 1995). 

In the following, we focus on two developmental domains, cognitive functioning 
and communication skills that are directly related to school readiness, and track the 
developmental trajectories of these infants until school age. In the NSCAW survey, 
cognitive functioning is measured by the cognitive domain of the Battelle 
Developmental Inventory (BDI) for children younger than 5 years and the Kaufman 
Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT) for children older than 4 years. Language develop- 
ment of children is measured for children younger than 5 by the Preschool Language 
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Scale, third edition (PLS-3), including auditory comprehension and expressive com- 
munication. These indicators are standardized normative developmental measures, 
which facilitate comparison of the sampled children to the national norms. 

Notwithstanding how difficult it is to administer developmental assessments of very 
young children, at the baseline when the children have a median age of 6 months, 
delays in cognitive development are already in evidence for some children, although 
delays in linguistic skill are not yet apparent. For cognitive performance, 17% of the 
infants have very low BDI scores (more than 2 SD below the mean). This is much 
higher than the 2% expected for a normative sample, demonstrating serious delay in 
cognitive development for a sizable number of infants involved in child welfare. 

At Waves 3 and 4, when the children have a median age of 22 and 38 months, a 
high proportion of children demonstrate delays in both cognitive functioning and lan- 
guage skills. At about 38 months, more than one half of the children have preschool 
language scores in the low (35%) and very low (16%) ranges, and nearly one half have 
low (23%) and very low (21%) cognitive scores as measured with the BDI. 

Because BDI scores are not available for most children at Wave 5, the K-BIT 
score was used to measure their cognitive ability. About 5% of the children have very 
low K-BIT scores, and an additional 19% are in the low range (within 1 SD and 2 
SD below the mean). For language development, because the PLS-3 is not adminis- 
tered to children older than 5 years, only 686 children at Wave 5 have PLS-3 
measures. Seventeen percent of these children at Wave 5 have very low scores, com- 
parable to the proportions at Wave 3 and 4. Altogether, more than one third of the 
children have low or very low scores in language performance. 

SCHOOL SUCCESS FOR CHILDREN WITH A 
CHILD WELFARE HISTORY 

In the prior sections, we developed a profile of children investigated for maltreat- 
ment in the first year of life. We selected children in the first year of life because of 
their substantial level of risk relative to children of other ages and because as a group 
they highlight how risk in the early years relates to whether a child arrives at school 
ready to learn. The issues that these children face are critical to teachers' and schools' 
preparedness to receive and support the children. Children investigated for maltreat- 
ment in the first year of life face a number of risks that the literature suggests place 
these children at a significant disadvantage from the perspective of success in school. 

The last link in our portrait of children involved in the child welfare system within 
the context of school examines the population of school children with prior or active 
involvement in the child welfare system. Whereas in the prior section we looked at 
children in the child welfare system with an eye toward the day they entered school, 
the analysis here picks up the story from the school's perspective. Unfortunately, lon- 
gitudinal data that examine child welfare involvement, school enrollment, and acade- 
mic success from a national perspective are not widely available in the published 
literature. As a consequence, we rely on data from the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) 
that were linked with child maltreatment and foster care placement data, and we use 
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CPS as a case study of problems faced by both large and small school districts. These 
data are then used to pinpoint the significant subpopulation of dually involved chil- 
dren and track their academic success. Again, one goal of the discussion is to show how 
involvement with the child welfare system serves as a marker of academic difficulty. 

Measures of Academic Performance 

Several different indicators of the academic performance of children in out-of-home 
care were used in the study: elementary students' scores on the reading section of the 
Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), the percentage of elementary students who were at 
least one grade level behind for their age, and high school dropout rates. These indica- 
tors are frequently used in educational research and have been used in studies of the 
academic performance of children in foster care (Burley & Halpern, 2001; Conger & 
Rebeck, 2001; Levine, 1999). Where measurement issues or policy factors within CPS 
may affect the interpretation of findings based on these indicators, we make every 
effort to state the findings in ways that take these issues into consideration. 

Categorization of Students' Experiences 
In an effort to better understand how educational experiences vary with respect 

to different types of involvement with the child welfare system, students must be sep- 
arated into groups according to the level of their involvement in the child welfare 
system, either at a point in time or over the period of time covered in the analyses. 
These groups include the following: 

1 . Children who attend a CPS school but never experienced a substantiated report 
of abuse and neglect after 1 987 (referred to as "other CPS students") 

2. Children who are in foster care 
3. Children who were abused and neglected but not placed in out-of-home care 
4. Children who were in out-of-home care but have since exited 

Starting School 

To better understand the academic standing of students involved with the child 
welfare system when they started first grade, we examined six cohorts of students 
entering first grade and determined the proportion of those who were already behind 
their age peers with respect to grade level. Among those students who are in foster care 
in the year they enter first grade, nearly 10% of students in each of the cohort years 
are old-for-grade when they enter CPS in first grade, a proportion that is double that 
of students who have had no involvement with the child welfare system. The propor- 
tion of those students who have substantiated reports of abuse or neglect is similar to, 
although slightly lower than, the proportion of those in care, whereas the proportion 
among students who spent time in foster care but have since exited more closely 
approximates, but is slightly higher than, that of students with no involvement. 

Focusing on the most recent year of data analyzed (2003), we examined more 
closely the timing of entry into foster care and entry into the CPS system. Among 
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students in care who entered first grade later than their peers (i.e., those 
old-for-grade already in first grade), approximately 44% entered foster care at age 6 
or older, compared with just 16% of those in foster care who entered first grade at 
the proper age. This finding suggests that students who experience maltreatment and 
enter foster care around the same time they are entering school may be particularly 
susceptible to enrolling in school late and may already be old-for-grade before they 
are placed in an out-of-home placement. 

Are They Keeping Pace With Their Peers? 

In an effort to assess changes in academic performance over time, we tracked 
third-grade through eighth-grade reading achievement test scores for several cohorts 
of 8-year-olds - those who turned age 8 by September 1994 through those who 
turned age 8 by September 1998. For these analyses, students were grouped accord- 
ing to their involvement with child and family services over the length of their CPS 
career, thus providing estimates of how students with different child welfare experi- 
ences perform over their elementary school careers. In Table 2, a subset of variables 
representing students' foster care experiences is presented for three analytic models. 
(Full model results and a more detailed description of control variables are available 
in Smithgall, Gladden, Howard, Goerge, & Courtney, 2004). 

When no demographic controls were entered, students in care performed more 
poorly than other CPS students at age 8 and had weaker reading gains (see Model 1 
in Table 2). Specifically, students in care who transitioned into a permanent place- 
ment between ages 8 and 13 were approximately eight tenths of a year's learning 
behind other CPS students at age 8. Moreover, their yearly reading gains were 4% 
of a year's learning behind other CPS students. This means that if the student in care 
was enrolled in CPS between 8 and 13 years of age, he or she would fall behind other 
CPS students by almost one fourth of a year's learning. Students who are in care 
their full academic career in CPS and students who transition from their family into 
care during their school years are farther behind other CPS students, more than 1 
year's learning at age 8, and have yearly growth rates that are 7% to 8% of a year's 
learning slower. 

Once demographic controls are entered (see Model 2 in Table 2), students in care 
still perform below similar CPS students at age 8, ranging from about one half of a 
year's learning to about nine tenths of a year's learning, but their reading gains are 
similar to those (i.e., not statistically different) of other similar CPS students. The 
one exception to this trend is that students in care during their full careers in CPS 
have growth rates that are about 4% slower than those of similar CPS students. Over 
time, students in care fail to close the substantial gap in reading achievement that 
separates them from other CPS students at age 8 and may fall even farther behind. 

In the CPS system, students who scored below average on the ITBS reading test 
at age 8 tended to improve their reading scores at a faster rate each year, or to have 
larger reading gains, than students who scored above average on the reading test 
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TABLE 2 
Reading Achievement Trajectories From Third to Eighth Grade 

Model 3: 
Model 2: Demographic 

Model 1 : No Demographic Statistical Controls 
Categories of Students Statistical Statistical and Performance 
in Foster Carea Controls Controls at Age 8 

Reading achievement at age 8 (coefficient divided by average yearly 
growth age 8-13) 

Students who were always in -1.02* -0.92* -0.92* 
out-of-home care during 
their school years 

Students who exited care -0.81* -0.62* -0.62* 
during their school years 

Students who entered care -1.07* -0.92* -0.92* 
during their school years 

Students who both entered -0.60* -0.45* -0.45* 
and exited care during their 
school years 

Yearly growth in reading score (coefficient divided by average yearly 
growth age 8-13) 

Students who were always in -0.077* -0.040* -0.068* 
out-of-home care during their 
school years 

Students who exited care -0.038* 0.000 -0.017* 
during their school years 

Students who entered care -0.066* 0.030** -0.055* 
during their school years 

Students who both entered -0.058* 0.026** -0.038* 
and exited care during their 
school years 

a. The reference group was Chicago Public Schools students with no substantiated maltreatment. 

><.05. *><.10. 

when they were 8 years old. Taking this into account, Model 3 in Table 2 compares 
students in care with other CPS students who performed at the same reading level 
when they were 8 years old. Students in care advance at an annual rate that is about 
2% to 7% of a year's learning slower than that of other CPS students. In other 
words, unlike other low-achieving students in CPS, students in care have reading 
gains that approximate those of other CPS students, and thus they do not close the 
reading achievement gap observed at age 8. 
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Do They Complete Their Primary Education? 

Dropping out of high school is an important indicator of both current school 
performance and future employment prospects and earnings. Three age groups of 
students - ages 13, 14, and 15 - in out-of-home care, in permanent placements, and 
who had been abused or neglected were followed from September 1998 through 
September 2003 to track dropout and graduation rates (see Table 3).4 In all three age 
groups, the proportion of students in care who dropped out was 50% or more, far 
exceeding the proportion of other CPS students who drop out. Students in care were 
much more likely to leave school because of incarceration, with one in ten 15-year-olds 
in care having been incarcerated. The dropout and incarceration rates contribute to 
the alarmingly low graduation rates for students in care; only one fifth of 13-year- 
olds in care and slightly less than 30% of 14-year-olds in care in September 1998 
had graduated 5 years later. Students in permanent placement and students who had 
been abused and neglected graduated at rates slightly better than those of students in 
out-of-home care but still substantially below the graduation rates for other CPS 
students. 

The large differences in dropout rates between students in care and other CPS 
students documented above for the 1998 cohort were replicated in more recent 
cohorts (see Smithgall et al., 2004, Appendix F, for more comprehensive tables 
detailing the yearly progress of several cohorts of 13- and 1 4-year-olds). The dropout 
rates of students in care in their early years in high school have remained relatively 
stable, whereas the dropout rates of students in permanent placements and other 
CPS students have shown slight improvements.5 

A closer examination of the yearly progress of 13-year-olds reveals that around 
8% of students in care dropped out of school when they were 14 to 15, or 1 year 
into high school, and that around 15% dropped out before turning 16, or 2 years 
into high school. This is much higher than the system averages, 3% and 6%, respec- 
tively, and indicates that a sizable number of students in care struggle to make the 
transition to high school and consequently drop out at an early age. Of the students 
who were 13 years old and in care between 1998 and 2000 but dropped out of 
school before age 16, approximately 80% were still in care when they dropped out. 

How Do the Education and Child Welfare Systems Address Behavior 
and Learning Problems? 

It is reasonable to hypothesize that school may be one of the first places children 
exhibit behavior problems, and there are many reasons why children in out-of-home 
care might be even more likely than their peers to exhibit problematic behaviors. The 
following factors have been found to be associated with behavior problems among 
children: non-normative family structure (Hao & Matsueda, in press), trauma 
(Greenwald, 2002), maltreatment (Eckenrode, Laird, & Doris, 1993; Ethier, 
Lemelin, & Lachante, 2002), and poverty (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2000; McLeod 
& Shanahan, 1993). Children in out-of-home care may have several if not all of the 
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TABLE 3 
Graduation and Dropout Rates of Students in the Chicago Public 

Schools (CPS) Between September 1998 and September 2003 

Actively Graduated, Dropped Incarcerated, 
N Enrolled, % % Out, % % 

13 years old 
In out-of-home care 761 23 20 50 7 

as of September 1998 
Abused or neglected 1,708 22 29 45 4 
Were in care but 747 28 24 44 4 

since exited 
Other CPS students 21,097 20 46 33 2 

14 years old 
In out-of-home care 695 9 28 56 8 

as of September 1998 
Abused or neglected 1,701 6 33 56 5 
Were in care but 723 8 31 56 5 

since exited 
Other CPS students 21,101 5 57 36 3 
1 5 years old 
In out-of-home care 692 3 32 55 10 

as of September 1998 
Abused or neglected 1,571 3 39 52 6 
Were in care but 665 3 39 49 9 

since exited 
Other CPS students 21,672 2 59 36 3 

Note. Students who transferred to schools outside of CPS (between 10% and 20% of students) or left CPS 
for other reasons, such as entering residential care during the 4-year period, were excluded from the analysis. 

risk factors cited above. In addition, as Alexander, Entwisle, and Kabbani (2001) 
suggested, behavior problems at school may indicate that students are disengaged 
from academics, which is particularly likely to occur if they are struggling academi- 
cally or if they have experienced multiple education disruptions and/or placements, 
as is the case for many students in foster care (Smithgall et al., 2004). Finally, the 
transition into care itself may be considered traumatic and is likely to elevate stress 
or anxiety levels and potentially increase behavior problems. Thus, identifying the 
underlying causes of behavior problems among at-risk children in care presents a sig- 
nificant challenge for both the education and child welfare systems. 

Special education classifications and services are one way in which the education 
system attempts to address learning and behavior problems. At the same time, 
special education services as well as learning disabled (LD) classrooms have received 
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criticism, largely because of inappropriate placement of students who exhibited 
behavioral problems but not necessarily cognitive problems, particularly in large 
urban centers and with minority children (Artiles, Klingner, & Tate, 2006). 
We are aware of the controversies but offer the analysis as one frame that is used to 
interpret the problems. An analysis of rates of special education classifications for 
first-grade through eighth-grade CPS students, categorized according to their 
involvement with the child welfare system, indicates the significant overlap between 
child welfare involvement and the special education system. 

Looking at the academic year ending June 2003, we see that nearly one half (45%) 
of sixth-grade through eighth-grade students in out-of-home care were classified as 
disabled. This is much higher than the proportion of other CPS students (16%) and 
higher than the proportion observed among students who have been abused or 
neglected or reside in permanent placements (approximately 30%). Younger students 
in care were much more likely to be classified as disabled than their peers who were 
not involved with child and family services. About 19% of students in care in first 
grade were classified as disabled compared with about 7% of other CPS students. An 
examination of the students' primary diagnosis or special education classification 
revealed that students in out-of-home care were much more likely to be classified as 
having an emotional or behavioral disorder (ED) than were other CPS students. The 
classification of ED indicates that students displayed significant behavioral problems 
at school. Nearly one fifth of seventh-grade and eighth-grade students in care were 
diagnosed with an ED, compared with only 1% to 2% of the general CPS popula- 
tion. Even though students in care made up less than 1% of all first through eighth 
graders, 10% of first through eighth graders classified as having an ED were in out- 
of-home care. Students in permanent placements and students who were abused and 
neglected were much more likely to be classified as ED. Combining students in care 
with students in permanent placement and students who have been abused and 
neglected reveals that nearly 40% of all first through eighth graders classified as ED 
in CPS have been abused and neglected and/or placed in care. 

Another major special education classification among students in foster care is 
LD. Approximately 20% of students in care (compared with 12% of other CPS stu- 
dents) are classified as LD by the eighth grade. The percentage of eighth graders in 
CPS classified as LD increased dramatically over 10 years, from 7.7% in 1993 to 
11.5%in2003.6 

Although special education provides students with extra resources, its ability to 
remediate reading difficulties was questioned by a Chicago-based report on grade 
retention, which found that the reading achievement of retained third and sixth 
graders subsequently placed in special education deteriorated relative to their own 
test score trajectories before their placement (Nagaoka & Roderick, 2004). Although 
the report is not a comprehensive evaluation, its findings highlight the perspective 
that special education placement should not be viewed as the solution to low 
achievement. An examination of other methods to remediate reading and general 
achievement deficiencies of students in care and how to galvanize a wide range of 
education resources to better address academic problems would be beneficial. 
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Not only should special education services not be viewed as the solution to low 
achievement, but they should not be used to address behavioral issues among this 
population of at-risk children. It is increasingly important that caseworkers, policy- 
makers, and other child welfare professionals examine closely the extent to which the 
special education system is the most appropriate response to learning and behavioral 
problems of children involved with the child welfare system. A detailed analysis of 
ED classifications among students in foster care revealed a complex set of trends that 
contribute to the increasingly disproportionate representation of children in care 
among students with ED classifications (see Smithgall, Gladden, Yang, & Goerge, 
2005). Trends occurring at the entry and exit points in both the foster care and spe- 
cial education systems contribute to the overall disproportionate representation of 
children in care among students with ED classifications. 

The issue of responding to the needs of children in care who present with indications 
of learning difficulties is complex. We do not want to contribute to any further delays 
in responding to learning disabilities that may have gone undetected prior to entry into 
care; however, we also want to minimize the likelihood of misclassifications. In the case 
of learning problems that are related to trauma or other short-term circumstances, a 
child might benefit from short-term intervention that does not involve a special educa- 
tion classification and labels or restrictive measures. In the case of more chronic behav- 
iors, mechanisms need to be in place to ensure that the child receives timely and 
high-quality interventions both from the school and from child and family services. 

Smithgall and her colleagues (2005) found that in many instances, the aggressive 
behaviors of children in care were reportedly met with further restrictions or puni- 
tive responses, ranging from withdrawal of privileges or enjoyable activities to 
changes in their living or educational environment. Of significant concern are the 
reports of workers using warnings of a potential placement move in responding to 
children's behavioral problems, a practice that, from the child's perspective, essen- 
tially amounts to repeated trauma. For children whose behaviors reach the level of 
an ED classification, many are educated in alternative schools; within the child wel- 
fare system, behavior problems at the ED level are associated with increasingly 
restrictive placement options and sometimes even confinement by means of juvenile 
detention or hospitalization. As Greenwald (2002) pointed out, whereas the chil- 
dren's initial behaviors may stem from traumatic experiences, responses to those 
behaviors can have a reinforcing effect, and eventually the pattern of misinterpreted 
stimuli and increasingly restrictive responses becomes self-perpetuating. 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

As noted at the outset of this chapter, 70% of all children reported for maltreat- 
ment are between the ages of 4 and 1 7. With that degree of overlap, it stands to rea- 
son that schools and the public child welfare system share an interest in close 
collaboration. Without collaboration, it is difficult to imagine how child well-being, 
as measured by school success, will be advanced for dually involved children. That 
said, tying the rationale for collaboration to the simple fact that most maltreated 
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children are of school age provides little real insight into the nature of risk and what 
can be done to minimize the impact of maltreatment in school settings and vice 
versa. Maltreatment affects children across a full range of cognitive, social, and 
behavioral domains, each of which has bidirectional implications for the manner in 
which schools and child welfare agencies work together on behalf of children. 

In this chapter, we organized our review around a developmental perspective 
because we believe that it provides a theoretical basis for conceptualizing the prob- 
lem of at-risk children in the context of schools and the child welfare system. Over 
the life course of childhood, children are engaged in a series of transitions that mark 
their developmental trajectories (Elder, 1998). Schools provide the institutional con- 
text that shapes key milestones along the way to becoming an adult (e.g., entry into 
and graduation from school). Schools also play a vital role in transmitting the skills 
that are the foundation of human capital (Heckman, 2000). Viewing the collabora- 
tion between schools and the child welfare in developmental terms raises two obvi- 
ous questions: Are children who are involved with child welfare system ready to 
engage in the school experience so that that as each transition approaches, the like- 
lihood of their success is enhanced? Are schools, educators, and child welfare case- 
workers prepared to meet the needs of these children? 

With respect to early development, children younger than 1 year are a particularly 
vulnerable group. Infants who have been reported to the child welfare system live in 
households with fewer adults and fewer economic resources. Their parents report that 
their neighborhoods are unsafe, domestic violence is common, and substance misuse 
by their caregivers is high relative to what other children experience. Against this back- 
drop, it is not surprising to learn that when children are old enough to enter school, 
those who were involved with the child welfare system during their infancy do so with 
significant cognitive and language skill delays. When these children do start school, 
they are more likely to be old-for-grade; their progress in school, as measured by read- 
ing scores, tends to lag behind; and those with a history of maltreatment are more likely 
to drop out rather than graduate. In short, at each transition, children in the child wel- 
fare system are among the least likely to move forward. 

With respect to what educators are likely to encounter in the classroom, assess- 
ment is perhaps the key to understanding how schools can approach the needs of 
maltreated children. Cicchetti and Toth (2005) provided a useful summary of the 
psychological and neurobiological sequelae that accompany maltreatment. In partic- 
ular, difficulties with affect regulation, self-esteem, peer relations, and neuroen- 
docrine regulation are associated with maltreatment, although the extent to which 
maltreatment influences trajectories is a function of onset in a developmental con- 
text and other protective factors with the family and community. Moreover, when 
discussing the impact of maltreatment, we must remember that children are resilient. 
Nevertheless, success in school depends on educational approaches that address not 
only manifest learning difficulties (i.e., special education) but also the social, biolog- 
ical, and behavioral sequelae that affect academic engagement. In the simplest possi- 
ble terms, maltreated children are less ready to learn (Erickson, Egeland, & Pianta, 
1989) and less motivated to become learners (Vondra, Barnett, & Cicchetti, 1989). 
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How then to address the impact of maltreatment on children through closer col- 
laboration between schools and the public child welfare system? It is clear that more 
research is needed. There has been increased attention in the research literature to 
the academic struggles of children in foster care, but few studies have broadened the 
scope to include children experiencing maltreatment who are not placed in foster 
care. With respect to how school experiences affect what happens in the child wel- 
fare context, there has been even less research. For example, very little is known 
about the way that struggles with school success foreshadow difficulties at home at 
some future point. Does the level of school success adversely influence parent-child 
relationships to the extreme? If so, how and why? To a certain extent, the paucity of 
research is a function of conceptual and methodological complexities (Stone, 2007). 
Applying a developmental perspective to untangle bidirectional influences requires 
linked longitudinal data on both child welfare and educational experiences that is 
then matched to appropriate statistical techniques that isolate the respective contex- 
tual effects. The research also has to capture a broader spectrum of indicators of 
school success, child safety, family stability, and their interrelationships. 

With respect to practice, school interventions that target factors related to 
teacher-child interactions and teachers' confidence in working with children who 
misbehave appear to hold promise with respect to fostering positive development 
among at-risk children (Epstein, Atkins, Cullinan, Kutash, & Weaver, 2008; Hamre 
& Pianta, 2005; Schifi & BarGil, 2004). However, the need for and value of train- 
ing that sensitizes a broader array of professionals, including foster parents, case- 
workers, and school staff, to the social-emotional dimensions of learning, given what 
researchers have learned in recent years, are hard to overstate (Fantuzzo et al., 2007). 
One opportunity for building in such training might be to capitalize on legislatively 
mandated collaboration and in-service training requirements. For example, the 
requirements of the Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007 target 
an investment in quality training and improved collaboration among programs serv- 
ing young children. Similarly, licensure and recertification requirements for child 
welfare staff and foster parents might include training components that infuse a 
developmental perspective to their education and training. The focus on early child- 
hood cannot come at the expense of other children. The insight offered by the devel- 
opmental perspective is that children need support at each transition inasmuch as 
early success begets later success and vice versa (Heckman, 2000). 

Policy changes at different operational levels are equally important. On one hand, 
greater sharing of information is needed between schools and the public child welfare 
agency, although this is easier said than done. Allegations of maltreatment carry con- 
siderable weight for parents and children in the school context. School performance 
may influence how a child welfare worker thinks about a child's family life. Clearly, 
the issue of confidentiality has to be addressed in a forthright manner. That said, it is 
possible to exchange information in ways that protect confidentiality and promote 
greater awareness of shared responsibilities (Fantuzzo & Perlman, 2007; McNaught, 
2005; Smithgall et al., 2004). On the other hand, broader policy prescriptions are 
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equally important. For the child welfare system, a shift away from the residual think- 
ing that emphasizes reaction to problems after they have occurred toward an approach 
that favors a proactive model of community-level investments is probably necessary if 
the work with schools is to intensify. The early head start and child welfare initiative 
funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services offers a useful exam- 
ple of where collaboration may be headed. 

Success with at-risk children in a school setting may well depend on how well the 
child welfare system does its job and vice versa. Professionals within each sector must 
understand what each contributes to well-being broadly defined. To that end, pub- 
lic accountability framed around broader notions of how well children are doing 
offers the hope that schools and the child welfare system will come together around 
a common agenda - helping parents raise the next generation. Failure to do the hard 
work of collaboration will inevitably leave us with the uncomfortable feeling that we 
have not done enough to reduce the perils facing at-risk children. Indeed, we may 
discover that we have only added to the perils, despite our best intentions. 

NOTES 

JWe examined rates for all counties, including counties with poverty rates between the top 
and bottom quintiles. The underlying patterns, as reported here, are largely the same. 
Notably, regardless of county poverty rate, infants have the highest rate of substantiated mal- 
treatment. 

2Although the terminology used to designate race differs among the data sources, we use the 
terms African American and Hispanic. The coding of "other" races and ethnicities (beyond 
Hispanic, African American, and White) also varies considerably. Unfortunately, there is 
insufficient detail in the source data to be more precise. 

^Because the 12-month follow-up (Wave 2) only collects data from caregivers and case- 
workers about case characteristics and service delivery and contains no assessment on child 
development, this analysis is based on data from the baseline and the 22-month (Wave 3), 
38-month (Wave 4), and 68-month (Wave 5) follow-ups. 

4Groups were followed for 5 years because a substantial number of CPS students fall behind 
a grade and enter high school late. Also, a significant number of students take 5 years to com- 
plete high school. These facts are demonstrated by the finding that 5% of 14-year-olds are still 
actively enrolled in a CPS high school 5 years later. 

improvements in dropout rates at the beginning of high school have to be viewed cau- 
tiously because they may not translate into higher graduation rates if students drop out later 
in their career. 

6This increase is partially driven by the implementation of promotional requirements in the 
third, sixth, and eighth grades (Miller & Gladden, 2002). 
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