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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
This report uses data from the Arizona Department of Education (ADE) and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety (DCS) to examine educational indicator data for Arizona children in foster care attending 
K–12 public schools during the school year prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (2018–2019) and during 
the second school year impacted by the pandemic (2020–2021). It also considers how the 
educational experiences of students in foster care, as measured by these indicators, have changed 
since 2013–2014. 

Arizona’s child welfare and education agencies have begun sharing data about the state’s children in 
foster care. Analyses in this report suggest the new data sharing practices are not yet reliably 
identifying all of the state’s public K–12 students in foster care. The analyses therefore relied on 
unique data sets RTI International constructed after matching DCS and ADE student-level records 
using names and birthdates. The progress made in sharing data across these two public systems 
serving young people is important and provides infrastructure to continue refining and improving 
those processes. 

During each of the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school years, approximately 9,500 K–12 students 
attending Arizona public schools were in foster care at some point during that school year. During 
both years, students in foster care had more challenging educational experiences as compared to all 
students and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. For example, they were more likely to 
move schools during the school year and to experience chronic absenteeism (defined as missing 
10% or more days of school).  

When we consider the information shown in this report for 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 alongside 
comparable information reported by Barrat et al. (2015) for 2012–2013, we find that students in 
foster care experienced more school mobility in 2018–2019 than in 2012–2013 (47% and 42% 
attended more than one school during the school year, respectively). But in 2020–2021 the rate 
(42%) returned to a level similar to that found in 2012–2013. Encouraging results were observed for 
high school stop-out rates.1 That rate decreased for students in foster care from 15% in 2012–2013 
to 11% in the year prior to the pandemic (2018–2019), although in the second year of the pandemic 
(2020–2021) the rate was 14%, similar to the rate for 2012–2013. There were also encouraging 
results for the single-year grade 12 graduation rate as it increased from 33% in 2012–2013 to 36% 

 
1 We use the term “high school stop-out rate” rather than “high school dropout rate” to acknowledge that some students who 
leave high school one year will return to schooling in a subsequent year and ultimately complete their high school degree. 
This report presents single-year high school stop-out rates: the percentage of students in grades 9 through 12 who left high 
school in the specific focal year without graduating that year. See the Appendix for more information on how this rate is 
calculated. 
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in 2020–2021.2 We also considered the proportion of students in grade 12 who did not graduate in 
the focal year who but who were still enrolled at the end of that school year and whose school 
indicated that they would be enrolled for an additional year of high school to complete their diploma. 
When we consider both single-year outcomes combined (graduation or continuing enrollment), in 
2018–2019 56% of grade 12 students in foster care, and 61% in 2020–2021, experienced one of 
these positive outcomes during that focal year.  

The report notes the limitations of focusing on single-year “snapshots” for educational indicators—as 
this report does—including because some students in foster care may need more time to complete 
high school given the disruptions in their home lives and the impacts of trauma. Additionally, since 
students in foster care move schools more often than students not in care, this increases the 
chances that their educational records are lost or incomplete. This possibility of lost or incomplete 
educational records may have been heightened during the pandemic as school systems were 
stressed with unprecedented challenges and disruptions. Further research using longitudinal data, 
and including information about GED (General Educational Development) recipients, would provide a 
deeper understanding of the educational trajectories of students in foster care and how those have 
changed during the last decade. 

 
2 We present single-year grade 12 graduations rates in this report. Grade 12 students who graduated at any point in the 
school year, including the following summer, were counted. Graduates are students who have met one of the following 
requirements to receive a high school diploma: completed a course of study for high school OR completed an Individual 
Education Plan. A GED (General Educational Development) certificate is not a high school diploma, and students who earn 
GEDs are not considered high school graduates (by ADE or other education agencies). Thus, they are not counted in these 
graduation rates. To be included in the analyses, students had to be 17 or younger at the start of grade 12 (e.g., they could 
not be 18 on September 1 of the fall of grade 12). This analysis decision was made to be consistent with the approach taken 
in Barrat et al. (2015) for the 2012–2013 school year. They explained their use of the under 18 age restriction as a 
recognition that students in foster care have the option to exit the child welfare system at age 18. However, we also 
conducted exploratory analyses lifting the age restriction. This allowed more students (i.e., those who were 18 or older on 
September 1 of their senior year) to be included in the denominator of the graduation rate, and if they graduated that year, 
also in the numerator of the rate. Results of these exploratory analyses that lifted the age restrictions revealed that the 
single-year grade 12 graduation rate for students in foster care was 33% in 2018–2019 (the same rate as with the age 
restriction) and 32% in 2020–2021 (a lower rate than with the age restriction).  
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1. Introduction 
 

In 2015, a report titled Arizona’s Invisible 
Achievement Gap presented for the first time 
information about the educational experiences of 
Arizona’s K–12 public school students in foster 
care (Barrat et al., 2015). The report, conducted 
by WestEd and funded by the Arizona Community 
Foundation, documented systemic factors that 
prevent Arizona’s students in foster care from 
receiving an equitable education. Using data from 
the 2012–2013 school year, it revealed students in 
foster care experienced more disruptions to their school lives, as evidenced by school moves, than 
the general population of Arizona students and more than other underserved students such as low-
income students, English Learners, and students with disabilities. Students in foster care were more 
likely to attend low-performing schools and less likely to graduate.  

This report presents an updated snapshot of Arizona’s students in foster care, presenting data for 
2018–2019, the school year prior to the emergence of the global COVID-19 pandemic, and 2020–
2021, the most recent school year for which data were available, as of the writing of this report, and 
the second school year impacted by the pandemic. The report describes students’ experience during 
these two focal school years using quantitative data available from the Arizona Department of 
Education (ADE).3 Another recently released report provides qualitative descriptions of the 
experiences of some of Arizona’s students in foster care during 2019–2020, the first school year of 
the pandemic, based on interviews with 29 youth in foster care and the adults in their lives (Laird & 
Venkateswaran, 2021).  

Recent Context  
Since the release of the report by Barrat et al. (2015), new policies nationally and in Arizona 
recognize the importance of supporting educational needs of students in foster care and more 
clearly articulate roles and responsibilities for public systems entrusted with their welfare and 
education. The December 2015 signing of the federal Every Student Succeeds Act4 required more 
collaboration between public agencies to better support academic prosperity for children in foster 
care. Specifically, the Every Student Succeeds Act5 requires effective data sharing practices between 
child welfare systems and state education systems, the designation of points of contact at state and 

 
3 Barrat et al. (2015) provided detailed descriptions of their analyses and indicator construction, which we used to guide our 
own analyses. Nevertheless, we acknowledge that our analysis approach many not exactly match theirs and suggest readers 
exercise some caution in interpreting the comparisons. 
4 See https://www.azed.gov/sites/default/files/2017/01/Foster%20Statute.pdf. 
5 See https://www.azed.gov/fostercare. 

 KEY POINT 
This report presents educational indicator 
data for Arizona children in foster care 
attending K–12 public schools in the state 
during the school year prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic (2018–2019) and during the 
second school year impacted by the 
pandemic (2020–2021). It also considers 
how the educational experiences of students 
in foster care has changed since 2013–2014. 

http://foster-ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/FosterEd-AZ-Qual-Evaluation-Report_FINAL_08_05_21.pdf
http://foster-ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/FosterEd-AZ-Qual-Evaluation-Report_FINAL_08_05_21.pdf
https://www.azed.gov/sites/default/files/2017/01/Foster%20Statute.pdf
https://www.azed.gov/fostercare
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local education agencies for child welfare agencies, and a number of school stability and school 
access provisions and rights.  

In January 2016, Arizona policymakers took action in response to stark data about the educational 
experiences of the state’s students in foster care presented in the Barrat et al. (2015) report. 
Leadership in the Arizona House and Senate introduced House Bill (HB) 2665, endorsed by a 
bipartisan group of more than 20 sponsors. The legislation included provisions that resulted in a 
statewide expansion of FosterEd, a project that had been piloted in Pima County, Arizona, providing 
$1 million in state funding and an additional $500,000 in state funding contingent on private 
matching funds. The bill passed and, in May 2016, Arizona Governor Doug Ducey signed HB 2665 
into law.6 A compendium report, Arizona’s Students in Foster Care Supported by FosterEd (Laird et 
al., 2022), presents information similar to what is included in this report but specifically for students 
served by FosterEd. 

Focus of This Report 
This report presents educational indicator data for Arizona’s students in foster care attending K–12 
public schools in the state during each of the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school years. It is based 
on analyses of two data sets (one for each year) constructed by RTI International based on data 
shared with us from the Arizona Department of Child Safety (DCS) and ADE. In Section 2, we 
present demographic information about students in foster care during the two focal school years. In 
Section 3 we describe schools attended by these students and in Section 4 present information 
about their educational experience during the two focal school years. In each section, we also 
include information about all students and low-income students as context. In Section 5, we 
consider how information about students in foster care for the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school 
years presented in Sections 2–4 compares with similar information reported for the 2012–2013 
school year by Barrat et al. (2015). 

 

 

 

  

 
6 In 2019, the requirement to secure private matching funds was eliminated. 
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2. Arizona’s Students in Foster Care  
In this section we present information about Arizona’s 
K–12 public school students in foster care for the 2018–
2019 and 2020–2021 school years. We acknowledge 
that this snapshot is limited. It does not include rich 
and important descriptions of students’ hopes 
and dreams or their strengths and challenges. It 
focuses on basic demographic information typically 
collected and reported by public agencies. Specifically, 
it relies on information available through ADE data. This 
snapshot nevertheless helps us understand how many 
of Arizona’s K–12 public school students were in foster 
care during the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school 
years as well as some basic information about this 
group of students.  

In this and subsequent sections, the inclusion of 
information for all students and students from low 
socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds7 is intended to 
continue to highlight a finding from Barrat et al. (2015) 
that students in foster care comprise a subgroup of students with a unique demographic profile. It 
also allows us to consider how the educational experiences of students in foster care during the 
2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school years were similar to and different from that of the full 
population of students and the low-SES subgroup of students who have also historically been 
underserved in educational systems.8  

Knowing Which Students Are in Foster Care 
An early finding of the exploration of ADE data that influenced the subsequent analysis approach for 
this report is that students in foster care are not yet reliably identified in those data. ADE includes in 
its data a student characteristic variable titled “foster care,” intended to indicate whether a student 
was in foster care at any point during that school year. This information is included in the student-

 
7 Low SES is defined as being eligible for free- or reduced-price lunch. See the Appendix for more information. 
8 Subgroups of students in foster care and students from low SES backgrounds are not mutually exclusive (and both 
subgroups are necessarily included in the full population of students). Our analyses reveal that 73% of the students in foster 
care subgroup in 2018–2019, and 78% in 2020–2021, were also identified in the data as being from low SES backgrounds 
during those years. Since students in foster care are supposed to be automatically eligible for free lunch, this finding raises 
questions about the extent to which this automatic eligibility is occurring.  

 Key Findings 
Arizona’s child welfare and education 
agencies have begun sharing data about 
the state’s students in foster care. 
Analyses described in this section and in 
more detail in the Appendix suggest the 
new data sharing practices are not yet 
reliably identifying all of the state’s public 
K–12 students in foster care.  

Based on analyses of datasets we 
constructed by matching data shared 
with us by ADE and DCS, we describe in 
this section how students in foster care 
constitute a unique subgroup of students 
in Arizona. For example, they are much 
more likely to have a disability compared 
with low-SES students in the state and 
the full population of K–12 public school 
students.  
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level data submitted from districts to ADE.9 When we examined the number of Arizona 
children in foster care ages 5 to 17 (i.e., typical ages for grades K–12) according to DCS 
and compared that number with the number of ADE students identified as having been 
in foster care that school year, the counts differed substantially. Additional analyses, 
detailed in the Appendix, suggest that many children identified by DCS as being in foster care were 
not identified in the ADE data as being in foster care, although the rate of agreement between the 
two data systems increased from 24% in 2018–2019 to 44% in 2020–2021. In the Appendix we 
outline our understanding of how students come to be identified in their districts’ data as being in 
foster care, including using reports shared by DCS, and how that information is shared with ADE. 
We recommend that ADE and DCS review together their data sharing practices and 
quality checks, including understanding how they are being implemented at the school 
and district levels, and continue to collaborate to improve these protocols. The progress 
made in sharing data across these two public systems serving young people is important and 
provides infrastructure to continue refining and improving those processes.  

For the remainder of the analyses presented in this report, we used unique data sets we constructed 
after matching DCS and ADE student-level records for each of the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school 
years using names and birthdates. This approach resulted in us being able to match 81% of 
students identified by DCS as being in foster care in 2018–2019 with an ADE record that year and 
88% of students identified by DCS as being in foster care in 2020–2021 with an ADE record that 
year. These match rates are comparable to the 89% match rate Barrat et al. (2015) achieved for 
their 2012–2013 analyses. See the Appendix for more information about the construction of these 
data sets.  

Number of Arizona’s K–12 Public School Students in Foster Care 
During the 2018–2019 school year, 1,229,538 children ages 5 to 17 were enrolled in Arizona K–12 
public schools. Of these children, 10,294 were in foster care at some point during that school year. 
During the 2020–2021 school year, 1,215,945 children in this age range were enrolled in an Arizona 
K–12 public school and 10,422 of them were in foster care at some point during that school year.10 
In each of these focal years, 0.08% of the student population spent some time in foster care. For 
context, during the 2012–2013 school year, 1,108,795 K–12 students ages 5–17 were enrolled in 

 
9 Starting in the 2019–2020 school year, this identification was based on information from DCS provided to districts and 
schools about students who were in foster care at any point in the school year; districts and schools noted this in the student-
level data files they shared with ADE. Prior to that, ADE explained that any identification of students in foster care was based 
on their relationship to a parent identified as a foster parent. 
10 Note that our report of the number of Arizona public school students in foster care is based on our ability to match a young 
person’s child welfare information from DCS with a public school record from ADE and that our match rate was higher in 
2020–2021 (88%) than in 2018–2019 (81%). In the paragraph above we report slightly more K–12 students in foster care in 
2020–2021 than in 2018–2019. However, in the data shared by DCS (before matching to an ADE record) we observe a 
decrease in the number of children ages 5 to 17 in foster care from the 2018–2019 school year (12,644) to the 2020–2021 
school year (11,813). 
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Arizona’s public schools, including 10,770 students (about 1%) who had spent some time in foster 
care that year (Barrat et al., 2015). 

Race and Ethnicity 
Figure 1 presents information about racial and ethnic characteristics of students in foster care in 
2018–2019 and 2020–2021. In both school years, Hispanic students comprised the largest racial and 
ethnic group in foster care, followed by White students. When we consider the racial and ethnic 
composition of all students, White students and African American students were disproportionally 
represented in the foster care student subgroup for both years. For example, in 2018–2019, 10% of 
students in foster care were African American compared with 5% of all students. When we consider 
the racial and ethnic composition of low-SES students, students in foster care were more likely to be 
White or African American and less likely to be Hispanic compared with the low-SES student 
subgroup. This pattern was observed in both focal years. For example, in 2018–2019, 62% of low-
SES students were Hispanic while 47% percent of students in foster care were Hispanic (the 
relevant statistics for 2020–2021 were 61% and 45%, respectively).  

Figure 1: Racial and Ethnic Characteristics of Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All 
Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021  
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Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 

Students With Disabilities 
In both the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school years, students in foster care were much more likely 
to be identified as having a disability11 compared with all low-SES students and all students (Figure 
2). In both years, students in foster care were twice as likely to have been identified by their school 
as having a disability compared with all students.  

 
11 Students who have either an Individual Education Plan or a 504 Plan are counted as having a disability.   
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Figure 2: Students Identified as Having a Disability Among Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, 
and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 

 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. Students who have either an Individual Education Plan or a 504 Plan are counted as having a 
disability. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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years) but less than the low-SES student population (12% both years) (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: English Learner Status of Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All Students: 2018–
2019 and 2020–2021  

 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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3. Schools Attended by Students in Foster 
Care  
In this section we describe Arizona public schools 
attended by students in foster care and provide the 
same information about low-SES students and all 
students for comparison. In cases where students 
attended more than one school during the school year, 
we report information for the school they attended for 
the longest time that school year.  

Number of Schools Attended 
Arizona’s K–12 students in foster care experienced 
more school mobility than other students in both focal 
school years (Figure 4). In 2018–2019, approximately 
half of Arizona’s students in foster care attended more 
than one school,12 compared with approximately 10% 
of low-SES students and all students. In 2020–2021, 
the rate for attending more than one school decreased 
for students in foster care (42% compared with 47% in 
2018–2019). These findings may be attributed to 
schools’ transition to virtual learning as it allowed 
students to remain at their schools despite experiencing 
a placement change. 

  

 
12 Students can enter foster care at any point throughout the school year; some students remain in foster care during full 
school years, and others across many school years. In these single-year snapshot analyses, we do not separate out the 
number of schools that students in foster care attended before they entered care and the number of schools they attended 
after they entered care because for most students in foster care, within a given school year, their time before and after entry 
into foster care is not equal. These single-year snapshot analyses therefore report the number of schools attended that year 
by students who were in foster care at any point during that school year, for any amount of time. Thus, the higher rate of 
school mobility reported for students in foster care (Figure 4) does not help explain whether this school mobility is happening 
before they enter care, after they enter care, or both. To better understand this, we conducted an exploratory analysis 
selecting only students who were in foster care for the full academic year (in both 2018–2019 and 2020–2021). By definition, 
any school moves that happened during that focal year happened after the students entered foster care. The percentage of those 
students who attended more than one school that year (during which they were in foster care the whole time) was 43% in 
2018–2019 and 41% in 2020–2021. These school mobility rates are lower than for all students in foster care during those 
school years but higher than for Low-SES students and all students in those years.  

 Key Findings 
In both 2018–2019 and 2020–2021, 
Arizona‘s students in foster care were 
more likely to attend multiple schools in a 
single school year compared with all 
students and compared with low-SES 
students.  

However, the rate of school mobility 
decreased for students in foster care from 
47% in the year before the pandemic 
(2018–2019) to 42% in the second year 
of the pandemic (2020–2021).  

In 2018–2019, Arizona’s students in 
foster care were more likely to attend a 
low-performing school compared with all 
students (data for 2020–2021 are not 
available). 

In both 2018–2019 and 2020–2021, 
Arizona’s high school students in foster 
care were more likely to attend a 
nontraditional school compared with low-
SES high school students and all high 
school students. However, the percentage 
of high school students in foster care 
attending a nontraditional school 
decreased from 23% in 2018–2019 to 
15% 2020–2021. 
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Figure 4: Number of Schools Attended by Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All Students: 
2018–2019 and 2020–2021 (Percentage Distribution) 

 

 

Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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School Letter Grade 
The A–F School Letter Grade Accountability System was used by ADE in 2018–2019 to rate schools 
based on students’ standardized assessment scores (Figure 5).13 Like low-SES students, Arizona’s 
students in foster care were less likely to be enrolled in the state’s highest performing schools (A 
school letter grade rating) and more likely to be enrolled in the state’s low-performing schools (C, D, 
or F school letter grade rating). 

Figure 5: School Letter Grade of Schools Attended by Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All 
Students: 2018–2019  

 
Note: NR = not rated; SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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13 Arizona paused calculating and reporting A–F school letter grades for the 2020–2021 school year in recognition of 
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2018–2019 to 2020–2021 (from 27% to 22%). Similar reductions were observed for all low-SES 
students and all students.  

Figure 6: Alternative School Enrollment Among Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All 
Students by Grade Level: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021  

 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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4. Educational Experiences of Students in 
Foster Care 
This section describes educational experiences of 
students in foster care during the 2018–2019 and 
2020–2021 school years and provides the same 
information for low-SES students and all students for 
comparison. 

Chronic Absenteeism Among 
Elementary and Middle School Students 
Figure 7 reports the percentage of student in grades K–
8 who missed enough school days to be considered 
“chronically absent” (defined as 18 or more days absent 
from school in a given school year).14 In both the 
2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school years, students in 
foster care were more likely to experience chronic 
absenteeism than the general population of students, 
although at rates similar to that of low-SES students.15 
The rate of chronic absenteeism increased for students 
in foster care from 2018–2019 to 2020–2021. 

  

 
14 Given the complications of defining this for high school students, when students typically have multiple periods per day and 
may attend some but not others, ADE does not track or report this for students in grades 9–12. 
15 We are not able to report chronic absenteeism separately for before students entered foster care and after students 
entered foster care with the data we have for this report (see footnote 12), similar to the analyses of number of schools 
attended. Thus, the rates of chronic absenteeism for elementary and middle school students in foster care shown in Figure 7 
are for students in foster care for any length of time during that year, and some of the absences may have occurred before 
students entered foster care. To better understand chronic absenteeism after students enter foster care we conducted an 
exploratory analysis, selecting only students who were in foster care for the full academic year (in both 2018–2019 and 2020–
2021). By definition, any absenteeism that happened during that focal year happened after the student entered foster care. The rate 
of chronic absenteeism for these students in foster care was 10% in 2018–2019 and 20% in 2020–2021. These rates are closer 
to, and in and some cased lower than, the rates of low-SES and all students, suggesting that chronic absenteeism is more 
frequent before students enter foster care than after they enter foster care when their attendance stabilizes.  

 Key Findings 
Data for the school year prior to the 
pandemic (2018–2019) and the second 
year impacted by the pandemic (2020–
2021) reveal students in foster care had 
more challenging educational experiences 
than all students and low-SES students 
during both of those years.  

When we focus on the experiences of 
students in foster care the year prior to 
the pandemic and during the second year 
impacted by the pandemic, we observe 
that chronic absenteeism increased and 
participation in statewide assessment 
decreased, as did proficiency rates. 
Single-year stop-outs rates for students in 
grades 9–12 increased during the 
pandemic, but single-year grade 12 
graduation rates increased.  
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Figure 7: Chronic Absenteeism Among Elementary and Middle School Students for Students in Foster 
Care, Low-SES Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021  

 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 

Participation in Statewide Assessments and Proficiency as Measured by 
Those Assessments 
Figure 8 reports the percentage of students who participated in statewide mathematics and English 
Language Arts (ELA) assessments and/or assessments of English proficiency for students identified 
as English Learners. Only students in grades 3–8 and 10 were included in these statewide 
assessment analyses as those are the grades in which statewide ELA and mathematics 
testing occurs. In both the 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 school years, students in foster care were 
less likely to participate in statewide assessments compared with low-SES students and all students. 
Among students who did participate, the percentage who were proficient at their grade level was 
lower for students in foster care compared with low-SES students and all students, for both ELA and 
mathematics and in both focal years. The rates of statewide assessment participation and grade-
level proficiency rates in ELA and mathematics were lower for students in foster care in the second 
year of the pandemic (2020–2021) compared with the year before the pandemic (2018–2019).  
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Figure 8: Participation Rate in Statewide Assessments and Grade-Level Proficiency in English Language 
Arts and Mathematics Among Those Who Participated in Assessments, for Students in Foster Care, Low-
SES Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 

 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 

Single-Year Stop-Out Rates for High School Students  
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Thus, we acknowledge these snapshots of single-year high school stop-out rates for 
2018–2019 and in 2020–2021 are limited to describing what occurred during those two 
focal years and not the ultimate high school experiences of these students (earning a 
high school diploma or GED credential, or neither). Nevertheless, the analyses presented here 
offer a comparison of the single-year high school stop-out rates in the school year before the 
pandemic and the second school year impacted by the pandemic, offering a view into how students’ 
experiences differed across those 2 years. Furthermore, it allows us, in the next section, to compare 
these results for 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 to prior results for the 2012–2013 school year as 
reported by Barrat et al. (2015).  

Figure 9 reports the percentage of students in grades 9–12 who stopped out of high school in 2018–
2019 and in 2020–2021. In both years, students in foster care were more likely to stop out than 
low-SES students and the full population of high school students. The high school stop-out rate 
among students in foster care increased from before the pandemic (11% in 2018–2019) to the 
second year of the pandemic (14% in 2020–2021).  

Figure 9: Single-Year Stop-Out Rate for High School Students for Students in Foster Care, Low-SES 
Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 

 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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Single-Year Grade 12 Graduation Rate  
Figure 10 reports the single-year graduation rate for grade 12 students during the two focal school 
years.16 It is important to emphasize that grade 12 graduation rate we show covers only graduations 
that occurred during that single school year. Some students, particularly those in foster care, may 
need more time to complete high school given disruptions in their home lives and impacts of 
trauma. These single-year snapshots do not capture and report additional percentages of students 
who were in grade 12 in a focal year and did not graduate that year but went on to earn a high 
school diploma during a second year of grade 12. They also do not include students who earned a 
GED during that focal year or in subsequent focal years (GEDs completers are not considered high 
school graduates, but GED certificates are viewed as high school equivalency certificates). Thus, 
Figure 10 very likely underreports the percentage of students who have since graduated from high 
school (and underreports students who earn GEDs), and may especially underreport this information 
the students in foster care. Nevertheless, it offers a comparison of the single-year grade 12 
graduation rates for students the school year before the pandemic and the second school year 
impacted by the pandemic, offering a view into how students’ experiences differed across those 2 
years. In both years, grade 12 students in foster care were less likely to graduate compared with 
low-SES students and all students. The grade 12 graduation rate was a bit higher for students in 
foster care during the second year of the pandemic (36% in 2020–2021) compared with before the 
pandemic (33% in 2018–2019). 

  

 
16 To be included in the analyses, students had to be 17 or younger at the start of grade 12 (e.g., they could not be 18 on 
September 1 of the fall of grade 12). This analysis decision was made to be consistent with the approach taken in Barrat et 
al. (2015) for the 2012–2013 school year. They explained their use of the under 18 age restriction as a recognition that 
students in foster care have the option to exit the child welfare system at age 18. However, we also conducted exploratory 
analyses lifting the age restriction. This allowed more students (i.e., those who were 18 or older on September 1 of their 
senior year) to be included in the denominator of the graduation rate, and if they graduated that year, also in the numerator 
of the rate. Results of these exploratory analyses that lifted the age restrictions revealed the single-year grade 12 graduation 
rate for students in foster care was 33% in 2018–2019 (the same rate as with the age restriction) and 32% in 2020–2021 (a 
lower rate than with the age restriction).  
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Figure 10: Single-Year Grade 12 Graduation Rates and Still-Continuing Rates for Students in Foster Care, 
Low-SES Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 

 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of 
Child Safety. 
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Considering Still-Continuing and Single-Year Graduation Rate for Grade 12 Students 

We conducted an exploratory analysis to consider the percentage of grade 12 students who did not 
graduate in the focal year who but who were still enrolled at the end of that school year and whose 
school indicated that they would be enrolled for an additional year of high school to complete their 
diploma. Figure 10 shows this information for students in foster care, low-SES students, and all 
students. Note that students in foster care have larger “still-continuing” rates than low-SES students 
and all students, and when the single-year grade 12 graduation rate information is combined with 
the still continuing rate, the differences between these three groups of students narrows. For 
example, when we focus on the single-year grade 12 graduation rate, the difference in the rate for 
students in foster care and all students in 2020–2021 is 42 percentage points (36% compared with 
78%). However, when we combine that with information on “still continuing” the difference is 29 
percentage points (61% compared with 90%). 
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5. Considering Students’ Recent 
Experiences With Information From 
2012–2013 
Sections 2–4 of this report detailed information about 
students in foster care during the 2018–2019 and 2020-
2021 school years, while providing for comparison 
analogous information for low-SES and all students during 
those school years. This section focuses just on students 
in foster care and considers how their recent experiences 
compare with information from the 2012–2013 school 
year.  

Table 1 reproduces information shown in prior sections of 
the report alongside comparable information reported by 
Barrat et. al (2015) for 2012–2013. Those authors 
provided detailed descriptions of their analyses and 
indicator construction, which we used to guide our own 
analyses. Nevertheless, we acknowledge that our analysis 
approach many not exactly match theirs and suggest 
readers exercise some caution in interpreting the 
comparisons. A few indicators presented in this report 
cannot be compared with earlier findings either because 
they were not examined in the Barrat et al. report (i.e., chronic absenteeism) or because the nature 
of the educational indicator changed such that it is not appropriate to compare (i.e., the state’s ELA 
and Mathematics assessments changed between 2012–2013 and 2019–2020 and the results are not 
comparable). Boldface blue text is used in Table 1 to call out when a result for one of the recent 
years is at least 3 percentage points different from results in 2012–2013. For schools attended and 
educational experiences, green highlighting is used to signal when results move in a positive 
direction, and orange is used to signal when they do not move in the desired direction.  

Table 1 reports some notable differences in the demographic and student characteristic composition 
of students in foster care across the 3 focal years. Compared with 2012–2013, in 2020–2021 the 
percentage of students in foster care who were White decreased from 37% to 32%, the percentage 
who were male decreased from 53% to 49%, and the percentage who had a disability increased 
from 23% to 26%. 

 KEY POINT 
Students in foster care experienced more school 
mobility in 2018–2019 than in 2012–2013. In 
2020–2021, rates returned to levels seen in 
2012–2013.  

Participation in statewide assessments also 
declined from 2012–2013 to the year before the 
pandemic (2018–2019) and further declined 
during the pandemic (2020–2021). 

Encouraging results were observed for high 
school stop-out rates. That rate decreased for 
students in foster care from 2012–2013 to the 
year prior to the pandemic (2018–2019), 
although in the second year of the pandemic 
(2020–2021) the rate was similar to the rate for 
2012–2013. There were also encouraging 
results for grade 12 gradation, which increased 
from 2012–2013 to 2020–2021.  
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Encouraging results are observed for single-year high school stop-out rates.17 That rate decreased 
for students in foster care from 2012–2013 to the year prior to the pandemic (2018–2019), although 
in the second year of the pandemic (2020–2021) the rate was similar to the rate for 2012–2013. 
There are also encouraging results for single-year grade 12 graduation, which increased from 2012–
2013 to 2020–2021. The rate increased by 3 percentage points (from 33% to 36%). Considering 
that the percentage of students in foster care with disabilities increased during this period (from 
23% to 26%) and students with disabilities tend to have lower high school graduation rates, there 
may be more gains in single-year grade 12 graduation rates for students with disabilities and/or 
students without disabilities than are revealed in this 3-percentage-point gain in the rate for the full 
group of students in foster care. 

Less encouraging results were observed for school mobility (as measured by attending more than 
one school during the school year), which increased for students in foster care from 2018–2019 to 
2020–2021 but then returned to the 2012–2013 level during the second year of the pandemic. 
Participation in statewide assessments also declined from 2012–2013 to the year before the 
pandemic (2018–2019) and further declined during the pandemic (2020–2021). 

  

 
17 Note that in this report we use the term “stop out” (and explain why on page 14) while the Barrat et al report used the 
term “dropout.” This is a change in terminology; the rates were calculated the same way across both reports.  
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Table 1: Student Characteristics, Schools Attended, and Educational Experiences of Students in Foster 
Care: 2012–2013, 2018–2019, and 2020–2021 

 

2012–2013  
(Barrat et al., 

2015) 
2018–2019  

(Current Report) 
2020–2021  

(Current Report) 
Race/Ethnicity     
Hispanic/Latino 44% 47% 45% 
White 37% 29% 32% 
Black/African American  12% 10% 13% 
American Indian/Alaska Native 4% 4% 5% 
Multiracial 3% 9% 4% 
Asian <2% <2% <2% 
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander <2% <2% <2% 
Gender     
Male  53% 53% 49% 
Female 47% 47% 51% 
Students with Disabilities    
Yes  23% 26% 26% 
English Language Learner     
Yes 4% 6% 6% 

Schools Attended by Students in Foster Care 
Attended more than one school during 
the school year 

42% 47% 42% 

Attended low-performing school (school 
letter grade of C, D, or F) 

43% 42% N/A 

Attended a nontraditional school1 
   

Elementary <2% <2% <2% 
Middle  6% 2% 2% 
High 32% 27% 22% 

Educational Experiences of Students in Foster Care  

Participation in statewide assessments 87% 83% 74% 
Single-year high school stop-out rate 15% 11% 14% 
Single-year grade 12 graduation rate 33% 33% 36% 

1 Following the definition of nontraditional schools used in the Barrat et al. (2015) report, this report counts schools evaluated 
through the alternative accountability system as well as juvenile justice schools and vocational training facilities that do not offer 
high school diplomas as nontraditional schools. One category of nontraditional school that Barrat et al. included that we were not 
able to include was nonpublic schools, including those that serve students with high therapeutic needs. Thus, we caution making 
direct comparisons of the percentage of students attending nontraditional schools in 2012–2013 as reported by Barrat et al. and in 
2018–2019 and in 2020–2021 as reported by us.  
Note: Boldface blue text indicates that the difference between results in 2012–2013 and 2018–2019 or 2020–2021 are at least 3 
percentage points. For schools attended and school experiences, green highlighting is used to signal when results move in a 
positive direction, and orange is used to signal when they do not move in the desired direction. See footnote 1 in this table for why 
we caution against direct comparisons for nontraditional schools.  
Source: The 2012–2013 results are from Barrat et al (2015). The results for 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 are based on an analysis 
files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of Child Safety. 
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Appendix: Methodology 
Data Matching Process  
The first step in creating the unique data file for each of the two focal school years (2018–2019 and 
2020–2021) to enable examining the educational experiences of youth in foster care was to define 
the populations of interest for the Arizona Department of Child Safety (DCS) and Arizona 
Department of Education (ADE) data prior to linking them. For each of the focal years, we 
constructed a child-level dataset from DCS files that contained any children who were between the 
ages of 5 and 17 as of September 1 (2018 for the 2018–2019 school year; 2020 for the 2020–2021 
school year) and who were in foster care at any point during that focal school year (August 1 to July 
30). These restrictions resulted in 12,644 youth in foster care for the 2018–2019 school year and 
11,813 for the 2020–2021 school year.  

We requested student-level files from ADE containing data for all public school students for the 
2018–2019 (N =1,238,587) and 2020–2021 (N = 1,228,002) school years. When we applied the 
same age restrictions to the ADE data as the DCS data, the number of ADE students were reduced 
to 1,173,088 for 2018–2019 and 1,170,642 for 2020–2021. 

The next step involved identifying DCS youth in ADE data. The DCS and ADE data systems do not 
share a unique identifier. However, ADE includes in its data a student characteristic variable titled 
“foster care.” This information is input by local education agency (LEA) staff in the LEA student 
information system and is transferred to ADE as part of LEAs' annual data submissions. Prior to 
2019–2020, ADE explained that any identification of students in foster care was based on the their 
relationship to a parent identified as a foster parent. Starting in 2019–2020, LEA staff identified 
students in foster care via these methods:  

• The LEA staff members have access to the Arizona Education Data Standards (AzEDS) 
report, FSTR- Student Foster Care Report. They cross-match that list of students with 
whatever local knowledge they have on those students. The AzEDS report contains DCS 
data that are shared with ADE through a data sharing agreement.  

• The LEA staff pull a report from the Direct Certification list for free or reduced-price lunch. 
This report has a number of state agencies that cross-match with AzEDS to generate a 
report of students who are categorically eligible for free or reduced-price lunch such as 
those in programs like Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, Foster Care, Homeless, 
and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. ADE and DCS use the same data sharing 
agreement for the AzEDS report and the Direct Certification report.  

• The LEA staff interact with a foster caregiver for either an existing student in foster care 
or a newly enrolled student in foster care. The LEA staff would input that student into the 
student information system as being in foster care.  
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• The LEA staff interacts with the child welfare agency (local, DCS, or tribal) and the child 
welfare agency notifies the LEA, in person or via phone or email, that a particular student 
is in foster care. Per the Every Student Succeeds Act, LEAs and child welfare agencies 
must collaborate to achieve school stability for students in foster care. This collaboration 
typically pertains to the best interest determination processes to determine whether 
students in foster care will remain in their school of origin or be immediately enrolled in a 
new school. If students in foster care remain in their school of origin, transportation is a 
shared responsibility of the child welfare agency and the LEA (of the school of origin). 
Through this process, if the LEA were not aware of students’ foster care status, it would 
update its student information system accordingly.  

• The LEA staff may interact with students, and students would self-report their foster care 
status. Then the LEA staff would input those students into foster care.  

We examined the number of students with a value of “1” for the “foster care” variable and found 
7,313 such students in ADE data for the 2018–2019 school year and 8,989 for the 2020–2021 school 
year. These numbers are noticeably lower than the number of children ages 5 to 17 in those years 
per DCS data (12,644 and 11,813, respectively). Furthermore, of the DCS records that were 
matched to an ADE record (more information about this process is provided below), only 24% of the 
records had a “foster care” value of “1” in the 2018–2019 school year, and 44% had a “foster care” 
value of “1” in the 2020–2021 school year. These discrepancies led us to question the reliability of 
the “foster care” variable in ADE data; we decided not to rely on it for examining the educational 
experiences of students in foster care for this report.  

Instead, we followed similar procedures as used by Barrat et al. (2015) to conduct fuzzy matching to 
link foster youth in DCS to their educational records in the ADE files. To do this, we relied on similar 
fields across the two data systems, including first name, last name, birthdate, and gender. Prior to 
matching, the name fields in each data system were cleaned (spaces, hyphens, and other 
nonalphabetical characters removed). The two data systems were then matched using the following 
strategies, in order: direct matches on first name, last name, and birthday; direct matches on first 
name and last name with a manual review of birthday; and use of the SOUNDEX function on a 
concatenation of first name, last name, and birthdate.  

Of the 12,644 youth ages 5 to 17 in foster care in 2018–2019 identified in DCS data, we matched 
10,294 (or 81%) to an education record in ADE. For the 2020–2021 school year, of the 11,813 
youth ages 5 to 17 in foster care in DCS data, we matched 10,422 (or 88%) to an education record 
in ADE. These match rates are comparable to the 89% match rate Barrat et al. (2015) achieved for 
their 2012–2013 analyses.  
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Variable Definitions and Constructions  
Student Characteristics Variables 

Low Socioeconomic Status. This dichotomous variable was provided by ADE for each of the focal 
years and originally labeled “economically disadvantaged.” Students whose family incomes qualified 
them to receive free or reduced-price lunches were coded with a “1” and all other students with a 
“0.” The threshold for free lunches is a family income at or below 130% of the federal poverty level, 
and the threshold for reduced-price lunches is between 130% and 185% of the federal poverty 
level.  

Race and Ethnicity. Information about students’ race and ethnicity came from ADE data via a 
series of dichotomous variables (e.g., one for whether a student is Hispanic, another for whether a 
student is African American). Using those variables, we constructed a variable with mutually 
exclusive categories. Students identified as Hispanic were counted in that category, regardless of 
racial identities.  

Student With a Disability. Information about students’ disability status came from ADE. Students 
identified by their school as needing special education services and having either an Individual 
Education Plan or 504 Plan have a value of “1” on this variable, and all other students have a value 
of “0.” 

English Learner. Information about student English Learner status came from ADE. Students 
whose first language is a language other than English and who have a less than proficient overall 
proficiency level on the Arizona English Language Learner Assessment (AZELLA) are considered to 
not yet have a level of English language skills necessary to succeed in the school’s regular 
instructional program and are enrolled in special language services. Former English Learner students 
who were reclassified during the current school year as English proficient are also included in the 
English Learner group.  

School Characteristics Variables  

Number of Schools Attended. Based on enrollment data shared by ADE, for each of the focal 
school years, we constructed a variable indicating how many schools each student was enrolled in 
during that school year. If a student had more than one enrollment record for the same school, we 
counted that school only once. For example, if a student had an enrollment start date at School A of 
August 15 and an exit date of November 28, then another enrollment record for the same school with 
a start date of January 15 and final exit date of May 30 (and had no other enrollment records for the 
gap the student was not enrolled in School A), we counted that student as having attended one 
school that school year. Furthermore, if a student had dual enrollment records with identical start and 
end dates at more than one school, we counted only one school. In each of the two focal school 
years, many students had what appeared to be one-day enrollments (entry date one day, exit date 
the next day). This often occurred in July or August. We removed these one-day enrollments in the 
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count for number of schools attended as we assumed these were primarily schools updating their 
enrollments for students they assumed would return the next year but did not.  

School Letter Grade. Arizona statute requires ADE to develop annual achievement profiles for all 
public schools using an A to F scale. The grading system measures year-to-year student academic 
growth; proficiency in English Language Arts, mathematics, and science; and proficiency and 
academic growth of English Learners—indicators that an elementary student is ready for success in 
high school and that high school students have graduated and are ready to succeed in a career or 
higher education. The resulting letter grades for schools for the 2018–2019 school year are available 
on the ADE website. We download them and merged them with ADE student enrollment records 
shared with us. If a student was enrolled in more than one school during the school year, we 
analyzed the letter grade for the school that they attended for the longest time that school year. 
School letter grades were paused, by statute, for the 2020–2021 school year, as lawmakers 
recognized that educational disruptions due to the COVID-19 pandemic presented limitations with 
the data typically included in school letter grades.  

Nontraditional schools. Following the definition of nontraditional schools used in the Barrat et al. 
(2015) report, this report counts schools evaluated through the alternative accountability system as 
well as juvenile justice schools and vocational training facilities that do not offer high school 
diplomas as nontraditional schools. One category of nontraditional school that Barrat et al. included 
that we were not able to include was nonpublic schools, including those that served students with 
high therapeutic needs. We had not specifically requested the data for nonpublic schools; therefore, 
ADE had not provided it. Thus, we caution making direct comparisons of the percentage of students 
attending nontraditional schools in 2012–2013 as reported by Barrat et al. and in 2018–2019 and in 
2020–2021 as reported by us. 

ADE defines alternative schools as those whose sole and clearly stated mission is to serve specific 
populations of at-risk students. Schools must be certified as an alternative school by ADE and must 
intend to serve students in one or more of the following categories that reflect an alternative school 
setting necessary for these students: 

• Students who have a documented history of disruptive behavior issues 

• Students who have dropped out of school and are now returning 

• Students in poor academic standing as demonstrated by being at least 1 year behind on 
grade-level performance or academic credits 

• Students who are primary caregivers or are financially responsible for dependents and, 
therefore, may require a flexible school schedule 

• Students who are adjudicated 

• Students who are wards of the state and are in need of an alternative school setting 
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We downloaded lists of alternative schools for each of the two focal school years from ADE’s website 
and merged that information with ADE student enrollment records shared with us. ADE provided us 
with lists of vocational schools and juvenile justice schools, and we merged that information with 
ADE student enrollment records shared with us. 

Educational Experiences Variables 

Chronic Absenteeism (Among Elementary and Middle School Students). We constructed 
this dichotomous variable using ADE data for each of the two focal school years. Chronic 
absenteeism is defined by ADE as being absent from school 10% or more of the time, regardless of 
the reason and whether it was excused or not excused. ADE reports chronic absenteeism for 
students in grades K–8. Given the complications of defining it for high school students, when 
students typically have multiple periods per day and may attend some but not others, ADE does not 
track or report chronic absenteeism for students in grades 9–12. Using absence data shared by ADE 
for students in grades K–8, we coded students as “1” if they were absent 18 or more days in the 
focal school year (there are 180 days in the school year). Students who had fewer than 18 absences 
were coded as “0.”  

Participation in Statewide Assessments. Assessment participation was coded as a dichotomous 
variable for each of the focal school years. Only students in grades 3–8 and 10 were included in the 
statewide assessment analyses. Students were coded as “1” if they participated in a spring AzMERIT 
assessment (Arizona’s Measurement of Educational Readiness to Inform Teaching; statewide 
achievement test), regardless of content area, test completion status, or score, or if they took 
AZELLA at any point during the 2018–2019 school year. Students who did not take the AZELLA and 
did not participate in any spring AzMERIT assessment were coded as “0.” AzMERIT replaced AIMS 
(Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards) as Arizona’s statewide achievement test in 2015. Since 
AzMERIT was specially developed and customized for Arizona to be more rigorous and has a 
different and more complex scoring system, AIMS scores from the 2013–2014 school year cannot be 
compared with AzMERIT scores. Additionally, more changes in statewide assessments are expected 
for the 2022 school year as Arizona shifts from AzMERIT to AzM2.  

Mathematics Proficiency. Students’ mathematics proficiency was measured using the AzMERIT 
assessment. Arizona public school students in grades 3 through high school take the assessment, 
either at their grade level (through grade 8) or as an end-of-course assessment (grade 10). Only 
spring assessment scores were included in the analysis. If students had more than one spring 
assessment, only the highest of the scores was retained. AzMERIT scores include these proficiency 
levels: minimally proficient, partially proficient, proficient, and highly proficient. Students who were 
proficient or highly proficient were coded as “1,” and students who were partially proficient or 
minimally proficient were coded with as “0.”  
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English Language Arts Proficiency. Students’ English Language Arts proficiency was measured 
using the AzMERIT assessment. Arizona public school students in grades 3 through high school take 
the assessment, either at their grade level (through grade 8) or as an end-of-course assessment 
(grade 10). Only spring assessment scores were included in the analysis. If students had more than 
one spring assessment, only the highest of the scores was retained. AzMERIT scores include these 
proficiency levels: minimally proficient, partially proficient, proficient, and highly proficient. Students 
who were proficient or highly proficient were coded as “1,” and students who were partially 
proficient or minimally proficient were coded as “0.”  

Single-Year High School Stop-Out Rate. This is a dichotomous variable constructed from ADE 
data, specifically from a variable that indicated a student’s end-of-year exit status. We coded as “1” 
any high school student whose end-of-year exit status was “expelled or long-term suspension,” 
“attendance record showing 10 consecutive days of unexcused absence or status unknown,” 
“dropout,” “student withdrew before scheduled end of school year expressly for the purpose of 
obtaining a GED,” “student withdrew before scheduled end of school year to continue studies at a 
technical or vocational school which does not award HS [high school] diploma,” or “student did not 
have a year-end code.” We coded as “0” any high school student whose end-of-year exit status was 
anything else.  

Single-Year Grade 12 Graduation Rate. This is a dichotomous variable constructed from ADE 
data, specifically a variable that indicated students’ end-of-year status. We coded as “1” any grade 
12 student whose end-of-year status was “graduated” and “0” any grade 12 student who end-of-
year status was anything other than “graduated.” Students who graduated at any point in the school 
year, including the following summer, were counted. Graduates are students who have met one of 
the following requirements to receive a high school diploma: completed a course of study for high 
school OR completed an Individual Education Plan. The ADE data do not specify whether students 
earned a high school diploma by completing a course of study for high school or by completing an 
Individual Education Plan. A GED (General Educational Development) certificate is not a high school 
diploma, and students who earn GEDs are not considered high school graduates (by ADE or other 
education agencies).  

Limitations of the Educational Indicator Data and Single-Year Snapshot Analysis 
Approach Presented in This Report 

The analyses presented in this report have a number of limitations. First, they are based on a study 
population of students who were between the ages of 5 and 17 as of September 1 of the focal year 
(i.e., September 1, 2018, for the 2018–2019 school year). We applied these age restrictions in this 
report to be consistent with Barrat et al.’s (2015) report covering the 2012–2013 school year. They 
explained their use of the under 18 age restriction as a recognition that students in foster care have 
the option to exit the child welfare system at age 18. However, we know some students elect to 
remain in care between the ages of 18 and 21. Furthermore, students in foster care may be older 
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when they graduate given that they experience more school moves than students not in foster care 
and may have additional gaps in their education both before they come into care and while they are 
in care. Thus, our reliance on study populations of students aged 5 to 17 at the start of the school 
year likely presents an undercount of graduation rates during each of the focal school years.  

Our analyses are also limited by virtue of relying on educational data available through ADE, which 
receives data from districts. Since students in foster care move schools more frequently than 
students not in foster care, the opportunity for incomplete records at schools and transferred to ADE 
are heightened for students in foster care. Finally, the analysis approach taken in this report of two 
single-year snapshots means that we have not taken a longitudinal analysis approach of following 
the same set of students across multiple years to examine, for example, the percentage of students 
served by FosterEd who graduated high school within 5 years and how that rate varied before and 
after the pandemic.  
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Table A1: Demographic Characteristics of Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 

Demographic 
Characteristic 

2018–2019  2020–2021 
Foster Care Low SES All Students Foster Care Low SES All Students 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

Total 10,294 100.0 540,437 100.0 1,173,088 100.0 10,422 100.0 517,068 100.0 1,170,642 100.0 

Gender             
Female  4,838 47.0 263,535 48.8 574,069 48.9 5,077 48.7 252,735 48.9 573,657 49.0 
Male 5,456 53.0 276,897 51.2 599,004 51.1 5,345 51.3 264,330 51.1 596,978 51.0 

Race and ethnicity             
Hispanic 4,832 46.9 332,771 61.6 538,132 45.9 4,701 45.1 316,240 61.2 537,112 45.9 
White 3,028 29.4 111,759 20.7 429,518 36.6 3,295 31.6 105,891 20.5 429,829 36.7 
African American 1,064 10.3 35,998 6.7 59,766 5.1 1,358 13.0 40,535 7.8 67,628 5.8 
American Indian 362 3.5 25,253 4.7 48,577 4.1 545 5.2 28,615 5.5 51,331 4.4 
Asian * <2.0 * <2.0 * 3.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * 3.0 
Pacific Islander * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 
More than one race 967 9.4 26,459 4.9 62,857 5.4 423 4.1 16,371 3.2 44,198 3.8 

English Learner             
Yes 600 5.8 66,600 12.3 88,211 7.5 580 5.6 59,870 11.6 84,864 7.2 

Students with disabilities             
Yes 2,668 25.9 81,247 15.0 147,662 12.6 2,703 25.9 80,590 15.6 150,045 12.8 

* Information is suppressed because the percentage of students is less than 2% and/or the count of students is less than 11. 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of Child Safety.  
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Table A2: Schools Attended by Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021 

School Characteristic 

2018–2019 2020–2021 
Foster Care Low SES All Students Foster Care Low SES All Students 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

Total 10,294 100.0 494,173 100.0 1,173,088 100.0 10,422 100.0 476,411 100.0 1,170,642 100.0 

Number of schools attended             
1 5,391 52.7 459,112 90.6 1,001,125 85.9 5,967 57.8 437,369 89.9 963,770 83.1 
2 3,203 31.3 42,402 8.4 144,975 12.4 3,129 30.3 45,037 9.3 177,817 15.3 
3 1,187 11.6 4,629 <2.0 * <2.0 958 9.3 * <2.0 * <2.0 
4+ 452 4.4 609 <2.0 * <2.0 267 2.6 * <2.0 * <2.0 

School letter grade             
A  1,610 15.6 76,308 15.4 339,433 28.9 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
B  3,333 32.4 162,151 32.8 385,268 32.8 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
C 3,222 31.3 177,822 36.0 299,973 25.6 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
D 863 8.4 45,190 9.1 73,175 6.2 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
F 264 2.6 11,300 2.3 * <2.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Not rated 1,002 9.7 21,402 4.3 * 5.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Nontraditional school 
enrollment             
High school students 890 26.6 13,805 11.3 28,415 8.1 682 21.7 9,859 7.4 18,628 5.2 
Middle school students 50 2.1 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 
Elementary school 

students  * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 * <2.0 
N/A School letter grades were paused, by statute, for the 2020–2021 school year, as lawmakers recognized that educational disruptions due to the COVID-19 pandemic presented 
limitations with the data typically included in school letter grades.  
* Information is suppressed because the percentage of students is less than 2% and/or the count of students is less than 11, or to maintain suppressed information for another data point 
in this table. 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of Child Safety.  
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Table A3: Educational Experiences of Students in Foster Care, Low-SES Students, and All Students: 2018–2019 and 2020–2021  

Student Educational Experiences 

2018–2019 2020–2021 
Foster Care Low SES All Students Foster Care Low SES All Students 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

Total 10,294 100.0 494,173 100.0 1,173,088 100.0 10,422 100.0 476,411 100.0 1,170,642 100.0 

Chronic absenteeism (among 
elementary and middle school 
students)             
Yes 1,158 16.6 56,702 15.3 98,472 12.0 1,918 26.2 96,441 28.2 152,762 18.9 
No 5,886 84.2 317,877 85.6 726,917 88.7 5,471 74.8 249,349 72.8 662,070 81.8 

Participated in statewide tests 
(students in grades 3–8 and 10)             
Yes 4,565 82.7 273,068 94.6 602,186 91.8 4,035 73.6 226,829 83.0 529,503 81.5 
No 957 17.3 15,454 5.4 53,819 8.2 1,450 26.4 46,418 17.0 119,907 18.5 

Percent proficient on statewide tests 
(among those who took a statewide 
assessment in the subject)             
English Language Arts  1,020  23.2  85,988  32.1 259,865  43.9  731  18.9  52,751  24.4  194,862  38.2 
Mathematics  944  21.6  83,286  31.1 250,523  42.5  503  12.7  37,796  17.1  159,809  30.8 

Single-year high school stop-out rate 371 11.0 5,093 5.4 11,866 3.4 458 14.5 6,777 6.6 16,518 4.6 

Single-year grade 12 graduation rate 199 33.2 20,075 78.9 60,867 81.1 200 36.0 22,104 76.0 60,680 77.9 
Note: SES = socioeconomic status. 
Source: Analysis files constructed by RTI based on data shared by the Arizona Department of Education and Arizona Department of Child Safety. 

 



 

 

 

RTI International is an independent, nonprofit organization dedicated to 
conducting innovative, multidisciplinary research that improves the human condition. 
With a worldwide staff of more than 5,000 people, RTI is active in education, child 
welfare, justice systems, health and medicine, environmental protection, and 
international development. RTI maintains company headquarters in North Carolina, 
five regional offices in the United States, 10 international offices, and many project-
specific offices around the world. This project is conducted out of the California 
office. 

RTI’s Center for Research and Evaluation in Educational Equity (RE3) works 
with an array of public and private partners to conduct rigorous research and 
evaluations that enhance educational policies and programs. To this end, we forge 
committed partnerships with communities and stakeholders, bringing a great breadth 
of education experience and a wide array of rigorous research methods. Together, 
we conduct studies that identify effective practices for improving outcomes across 
demographic groups. RE3 is distinguished especially through our focus on increasing 
educational equity, both in terms of opportunities and outcomes. Our work enhances 
current approaches to education and equity through our publications, partnerships, 
and scientific advocacy.  

 
RTI International is a trade name of Research Triangle Institute.  

RTI and the RTI logo are U.S. registered trademarks of Research Triangle Institute. 


	Arizona’s Students in Foster Care – School Years 2018–2019 and 2020–2021
	CONTENTS
	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
	1. Introduction
	Recent Context 
	Focus of This Report

	2. Arizona’s Students in Foster Care 
	Knowing Which Students Are in Foster Care
	Number of Arizona’s K–12 Public School Students in Foster Care
	Race and Ethnicity
	Students With Disabilities
	English Learners

	3. Schools Attended by Students in Foster Care 
	Number of Schools Attended
	School Letter Grade
	Nontraditional Schools

	4. Educational Experiences of Students in Foster Care
	Chronic Absenteeism Among Elementary and Middle School Students
	Participation in Statewide Assessments and Proficiency as Measured by Those Assessments
	Single-Year Stop-Out Rates for High School Students 
	Single-Year Grade 12 Graduation Rate 
	Considering Still-Continuing and Single-Year Graduation Rate for Grade 12 Students


	5. Considering Students’ Recent Experiences With Information From2012–2013
	References
	Appendix: Methodology
	Data Matching Process 
	Variable Definitions and Constructions 
	Student Characteristics Variables
	School Characteristics Variables 
	Educational Experiences Variables
	Limitations of the Educational Indicator Data and Single-Year Snapshot Analysis Approach Presented in This Report





