
Are we making the grade? 
The education of children a

This Research to Practice Note pr
summary of the major findings of 
study, undertaken between 2005 
focusing on improving educationa
engagement and outcomes for 
young people in care.1 This five

nd yo are 

ovides
a PhD
and 20
l 

children 
-year stu

end a
mily a

e Centre for
e at Southern

The detailed findings can be found 

vironment
o

o
siste
ide 

care,
n car

rtunitie
offered through school education.  

f childre
care has been a concern, internationally, for a 
number of decades. In Australia, it has received 
less attention even though the limited research to 
date indicates that children in care are performing 
more poorly than their non-care peers and face a 
range of barriers in engaging with their school life. 
Spending significant time away from school, 
falling behind academically, behavioural issues, 
                                                

ung people in out-of-home c

 a 
 
10, 

and 
dy 

care to learn, develop, socialise, and c
the broader community. The building 
factors, interests and capacity, in a con
and normalising environment, can prov
invaluable opportunities for children in 
and for their future. Yet many children i
unable to make the most of the oppo

was conducted by Michelle Towns
funded by NSW Department of Fa
Community Services and th
Children and Young Peopl
Cross University. 

nd 
nd 
 
 

in the full 
report which can be accessed at: 
http://docsonline.dcs.gov.au/interna
services/research--evaluation-and-
data/research-to-practice.html 

Background and Research Qu
Education provides an en

l-

estions 
 for children in 

nnect with 
f protective 

nt 

 now 
e are 
s 

n in The poor educational performance o

 
 

 
1 “Children in care” is used as shorthand for: “children 
and young people in out-of-home care”.  

xpulsion, bullying, 
aving without 

ound to be more 
children (CREATE 

Lemos, 1997; NSW 
Office of the Children's Guardian, 2003). Little is 

text, of the factors 
ducational 
 of children in care, 

bout children’s views on 
s.  

ught to develop an understanding of 
 on the educational 

for children in care in 
ta collection were 
s: 

ducational outcomes for 
children currently in care? 

t affect the 
gagement of children in care? 

sitions children may 
 in care affect their education and 

itions best be 

ces of children in care 
n to high school and how can 

upported? 

mediate environments of 
children in care facilitate positive educational 
engagement and outcomes? 

This research has been undertaken at a time 
when substantial system reforms in NSW are 
seeking to make significant improvements to 
children’s experience prior to, and once in, care. 
The study sought to contribute to these 
improvements by treating children’s educational 
needs as key to improving their well-being whilst 
they are in care and after they leave it. 

social issues, suspension, e
early school leaving and le
qualifications have been f
common for this group of 
Foundation, 2001, 2004; de 

known, in the Australian con
that support or impede the e
engagement and outcomes
and even less is known a
these matter

This study so
the issues impacting
engagement and outcomes 
NSW. The research and da
guided by five main question

 What are the e

 What are the factors tha
educational en

 How do the various tran
experience
how can these trans
supported? 

 What are the experien
in their transitio
this transition best be s

 How can the im

 

Research to Practice Note 

2012



Are We Making the Grade? 2 
 

Reforming Out-of-Home Ca
There have been a number of ad
2009 in improving education services
and young people in out-of-home
response to the recommendations
Special Commission of Inquiry i
Protection Services in NSW each c
young person in statutory out-of-ho
should have an individual education p
prepared for them within 30 days  of 
care. Community Services’ pa
Department of Education and Comm
ensure that this happens. The Memor
Understanding between Community S
and the Department of Education and 
Communities was revised to inclu
increased role of non-governm

re  
vances sin

 for ch
 care.   In 
 of the W

nto Child 
hild and 
me care 

lan 
enterin

rtner with the 
unities
andum
ervice

de the 
ent organisat

ering more out-of-home care service
s in out-of-h

afe A
y and 
 

ds 
ualitative

large-scal
young pe

h stud
tion. The case studies 

choo
 group

ives (n = 187)
omplex

ducationa
ildren in

es 
involved in this research, placing demands on all 
involved throughout the research to ensure that 
these were thoroughly considered and 
responded to (Thomas & O' Kane, 1998; Wise, 
2009). The issues included concerns about 
research with vulnerable groups, obtaining 
informed consent from children, avoiding harm 
and distress, managing disclosure, ensuring 
confidentiality and privacy, and managing the 
tension between children’s participation and their 
protection (see Townsend, 2011 for more detail 

s were addressed). 
ls at which ethical review 

el, the 
ity Human Research 

e NSW Community Services 
Research Approval 

Process Unit at the NSW Department of 
n and Training.  

earch Findings 

l Outcomes for 

ucational outcomes 
people in care in NSW 

than those of students in 
his was evident in their 
ults during their primary 

s, and continued into 

ting in non-
 withdrawing in high 

s in care closely 
boriginal children in the general 

dents in care had the 
tests their results were 
boriginal children.  

 the poor performance in 
e for many students in 

schooling. The findings also 
g behind 
r high school are 

here was no evidence that 
 kinship or foster care or length of 

s 
cy or numeracy.  

ed that some children 
in care were doing well academically.  

From the early schooling data (Years 3 and 5), at 
least a third of the students in care were identified 
as performing strongly in the literacy and 
numeracy tests.  

In contrast with these early positive results, the 
findings from the Year 10 and 12 tests, and the 
interviews with stakeholders, do not indicate a 
continuation of this positive trajectory for many 

ce 
ildren 

ood 

children making the transition to high s
56), together with individual and focus
interviews with adults in their l
provide a rich understanding of the c
issues involved in improving the e
engagement and achievement of ch

Ethical Considerations 
There were some complex ethical issu

on how each of these issue
There were several leve
took place: the study’s supervisory pan
Southern Cross Univers
Ethics Committee, th
and the State Education 

g Res
 to 
 of 
s 

ions 
s. 
ome 

What are the Educationa
Children in Care? 
This study found that the ed
for children and young 
were significantly poorer 
the general population.  Tin deliv

Further details about the reform
care can be found in the Keep Them S
Reports and the Department of Famil
Community Services Annual Reports.

Methods 
This research involved a mixed metho
approach using different forms of q
quantitative research inquiry. The 
data highlighted how children and 
in care are performing on educational 

nnual 
literacy and numeracy res
and early high school period
the later years of high school, where young 
people in care were participa
matriculation courses and

 and 
e 
ople 

ents 
of 

numbers.  

The performance of student
matched that of A
population. Aboriginal stu
poorest outcomes; in most 
significantly lower than all A

The findings highlighted
assessments (n = 2317) compared wit
in the general popula

l (n = 
 

numeracy as a serious issu
care throughout their 

, 
 
l 
 care.  

suggest that children who la
academically when they ente
unlikely to catch up. T
placement in

Educatio

time in care was associated with better children’
performance in either litera

This research establish

 



Are We Making the Grade? 3 
 

students in care. In the first four year
school, there appears be a decline in 
performance or a change in student
motivations and circumstances, be
documented decline fo

s of hig

 intentio
yond the

llowing the transition 
 Cantin &

are who
empting the School Certificate an

one in five students in care attempting th
ol befo

 Factors that A
re?

e

carers, 
nager
care 

mily. 
neglec

 their care 
 continu
ognitive

hildren in c
fe fam
l tha

heir 
tra-

lts contend
ers 

ting hom

In the school environment, attending a caring and 
inclusive school, potentially non-government, with 
engaging learning and supportive teachers was 
important for children. Children indicated having 
good friends and feeling safe in the school 
environment and not being bullied or yelled at by 
teachers, facilitated their educational 
engagement. Adults argued that the school’s 
ability to understand the needs of children in care, 
and respond appropriately to these needs and 

re the paramount factors in 
ss.  

hooling and time spent away 
rs adults felt that 

en’s education.  

 on their relationships with 
s; living together or attending the same 

s was important to children 
 contributor to their 

 progress.  

ducation sectors 
f other factors 

’s education: 

tent to which 
re and education 
 to, and prioritise the 
care.   

as the stability and 
urces in children's placement and 

ren’s educational 
pecially in relationships, 

to participate in all 
 changes in their 

ent.  

ons and Their 

e transitional points in 
ded in this study - entering 

 restoration – all had 
ducation by 

detracting from their learning and school life. The 
in a school 

ggest that 
e or concurrently, can 
umulative effects of 

nd coping 
mechanisms. Multiple school transitions 
(attending more than 4 schools) were significantly 
associated with poorer academic and behavioural 
functioning.   

By the time the children in this study were in their 
first two years of high school, they had attended 
an average of 4.6 schools, and had had 5.5 
placements and 3.4 caseworkers. Transition was 
an inherent aspect of their care experience and 
children indicated that these changes provided 

h 

said they needed to live with a kind, sa
who cared for them and made them fee
belonged, with carers who supported t
schooling, homework, reading and ex
curricular activities. Similarly, adu
that a high quality placement, with car
committed to education and facilita
and reading, was key for children’s positive 
educational progress.   

behaviours, we

ns, 
 well-

children’s educational progre

Gaps in children’s sc
to 
 

 

from school were also facto
negatively affected childr

Children also focused
sibling

high school (Akos & Galassi, 2004;
Boivin, 2004; Mizelle, 1999).  

Just over one in five students in c
were att d 

e 
re 

school as their sibling
and seen as a positive
educationalHigher School Certificate left scho

completion. 

What are the ffect the 
 

nts: 

 The first was the ex
professionals in the ca
sectors, are committed
education of children in 

 The second factor w
reso

Education of Children in Ca

Children’s immediate Environm
Home and School 
A key factor for many caseworkers, 
education staff, policy makers and ma
influencing the education of children in 

s 
was 
This 

schooling to support child
needs.  Stability, es

children’s early years with their birth fa
included their experiences of abuse, 
trauma, problematic attachment and 
disadvantage. These, along with
experiences, were seen as having a
effect on children’s ongoing social, c
emotional development.  

To do well with their education, c

t, 

ed 
 and 

are 
ily 

t they 

was also important to children. Children were 
clear that they wanted 
decisions related to any
school or placem

Children’s Care Transiti
Education 
This research found that th
the care system inclu
care, placement change and
a direct effect on children’s e

ed 

ework 

majority of these transitions resulted 
change. The findings from this study su
multiple transitions, over tim
be more difficult due to the c
change across children's functioning a

Adults in the care and e
considered that a number o
affected children

 



Are We Making the Grade? 4 
 

adjustment challenges for them. Not al
transitions were negative, however; m

l 
any o

nd lea

hool  

dy, their 
 to high 

red them a 
nds, 

der learning opportunities, greater 
y of the 

d by all children 
nd inc

 primary
Galassi,

, & Jo

t all childr
ition and 

adjusted to a more complex high school 
environment.  A third of the children reported low 
school engagement after the transition to high 
school, with problematic peer and academic 
issues. Some children in care faced additional 
impediments in negotiating this transition due to 
the cumulative effects of instability, attachment, 
academic and social difficulties.  

Children with academic difficulties in primary 
school often had difficulties in meeting the 

nds. Change in 
l during the high school 

ly posed significant 
hildren.  

t the high school 
nsition more difficult. 
ued that high schools 
 the primary school in 

ting children's social, emotional and 
ng support for children in 
 difficult to secure in the 

 adults after losing 
ps with primary school 

principals, teachers and aides.  

Figure 1 outlines the strategies that children and 
adults recommend to support children in care as 
they make the education to high school.  

ffered 

The study found, however, that no
care successfully made this trans

increased scholastic dema
placement and/or schoo

them safety and a fresh start, and provided a 
better environment for them to live in a

Children indicated that having the 
the change explained, together
participation in decisions abou

rn.  

 for 
 
nt, 
ere 

transition period particular
adjustment challenges for c

There are also aspects abou
setting that can make the tra
Adults from both sectors arg
are less well structured than
mee

reason
 with their
t placeme

options, w
essful 

mstances. 

ation 
rovided 
ome 
 as man

the issues they faced while they were living w
their birth parents diminished. Many adults 

tunity to access 
educational and other required interventions to 

school change and schooling 
important in facilitating their succ
adjustment to their new circu

Likewise, adults in the care and educ
sectors indicated that entry to care p
genuine turning point in the lives of s
children, whose well-being improved

a 

academic needs. Obtaini
care was viewed as more
high school setting.  

y of 
ith 

Exacerbating this for children was the need to 
form new relationships with
significant relationshi

viewed transitions as an oppor

support children.  

The Transition to High Sc

For most of the children in this stu
overall experiences of the transition
school were positive.   

They reported that high school offe
number of benefits including: new frie
broa

 

and adults say helps 
h school? 

Implications for Policy and Practice 
A key conclusion from the research is that the 
educational underperformance of children in 
care cannot be solely attributed to the 
individual child; a significant proportion of the 
reasons lie in the ways in which the home, 
school, and particularly the care and 
education systems prioritise and support 
children’s education. This suggests that 
guidance and support for the education of 

responsibility and independence. Man
challenges were normative, face
making the transition to high school, a
their capacity to adjust to the different 
environment of high school from the
school setting (Akos, 2002; Akos & 
2004; Mizelle, 1999; Wassell, Preston
2007).  

luded 

 
 
nes, 

en in 

Figure 1: What children 
the transition to hig

 



Are We Making the Grade? 5 
 

children in care must come from wo
together across government and st
groups to enrich the individual en
of children. Figure 2 (on page 6) ou
key factors that can support imp

rking 
akeholde

vironme
tlines the

roving the 
educational engagement and outcomes of a

n and young people in care.  

dle schoo
ounseling, 5(5), 339

ddle and 
nts, 

nal Schoo

e and 
and se

n
urnal of 

l Development, 28(6), 561-570. 

lian children 
n Report 

 Foundation. (2004). Australian children 
cation Report 

l needs of 
ch study of 
ed care. 

stralian Council for Educational 

9). Helping middle school 
gh school. 

. (2003). 
Emotional and social development, health and 
education benchmark policy: NSW Office of the 
Children's Guardian. 

Thomas, N., & O' Kane, C. (1998). The ethics of 
participatory research with children. Children & 
Society, 12, 336-348. 

Townsend, M. (2011). Are we making the grade? 
The education of children and young people in 
out-of-home care., Southern Cross University. 

s, H. (2007). 
e. Pastoral Care in 

children to 
 as participants in 

g children and young 
ompendium of papers and 

 (pp. 156-162). 
Woden: Australian Research Alliance for 

n and Youth and New South Wales 
ission for Children and Young People. 

he commitment given 
to this research by the participants, both children 

ring your time, 
with me. I am 

nd Anne Graham for 
ss effort in 

elop, design and implement 

 
I would like to acknowledge the support of the 
Centre for Children and Young People at Southern 
Cross University and the Centre for Parenting and 
Research at NSW Community Services who 
established the scholarship to examine the 
education of children and young people in care.   

r 
Wassell, C., Preston, P., & Jone

nts 
 

ll 

Transition: A universal issu
Education, 25(1), 49-53. 

Wise, S. (2009). Enabling 'looked after' 
express their competence
research. In  Involvin
people in research: C
reflections from a think tank

NSW childre

Bibliography 
Akos, P. (2002). Student perceptions of the 

transition from elementary to mid
Professional School C

l. 
-345. 

high 

l 

Acknowledgements 
I would like to acknowledge t

Akos, P., & Galassi, J. P. (2004). Mi
school transitions as viewed by stude
parents and teachers. Professio
Counselling, 7(4), 212 (210). 

Cantin, S., & Boivin, M. (2004). Chang
stability in children's social network lf-

tary to 

and adults. Thank you for sha
expertise, ideas and concerns 
indebted to Judy Cashmore a
supervision, guidance, belief and tirele
working with me to dev
this study. 

perceptions during transition from eleme
junior high school. International Jo
Behaviora

CREATE Foundation. (2001). Austra
and young people in care: Educatio
Card. Brisbane. 

CREATE
and young people in care: Edu
Card. Sydney. 

de Lemos, M. M. (1997). Educationa
children in care: Report on a resear
children in residential and home bas
Melbourne: Au
Research. 

Mizelle, N. B. (199
students make the transition into hi
Retrieved from www.eric.ed.gov. 

NSW Office of the Children's Guardian

Childre
Comm

 



Are We Making the Grade? 6 
 

Figure 2: Factors That Support the Educational Engagement and Outcomes of Children in Care 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individual child 

Birth family 

 Experiences of 
maltreatment, disru
attachment & 
disad

pted 

vantage 
 Parents attitude to

education 
wards 

 Ongoing contact with 
parents & siblings 

ment 

tio
committed 

on of 
omework, reading 

&extra-curricular 
activities 

 

ronment 

onment 
dance 
with peers & 

ensitive 
s, positive 

ations 
nse to be

s 
onal & 

relationship
 Adult &adult 

Care Environ

 Quality rela nships  
to  Carers 

education 
 Facilitati

h

School Envi

 Inclusive env
 Regular atten

ir

 Relationship 
teachers 

 School staff s
awarenes
expect
respo

& appropriate 
haviours 

Social  

Environment 

 Child &child 
relationshi

 Child &pe
p

 rs
professional 

s 

 
 Roles & responsi
 Effective wo

bilities 
rking together 

 Respect for children’s privacy & views
 Commitment to, & prioritisation of, educat

ent 

 Stability in placement & ed
 Availability of resources & program

Professionals 

ion 
 Positive expectations & encouragem

 

Out of home care and education systems 

ucation 
s 

 
 

Early & timely intervention 
Monitoring of the education of children in care 
in care 

a ons 
children experience 

 

Normative &
e Transitions 

children experience 

High quality, 
consistent, 
meaningful 

relationships

non-normativNormative & 
non-normative Tr nsiti

 

 Emotional well-being – coping with trauma, loss & rief  g
 Attach em nt 
 Physical well-being & disabilities 
 Identity & belonging across environments 

 Non-cognitive competencies – motivation & self-
m 

cial skills 
estee

 So

Social & cultural influences 

Positioning of children


	There have been a number of advances since 2009 in improving education services for children and young people in out-of-home care.   In response to the recommendations of the Wood Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW each child and young person in statutory out-of-home care should have an individual education plan prepared for them within 30 days  of entering care. Community Services’ partner with the Department of Education and Communities to ensure that this happens. The Memorandum of Understanding between Community Services and the Department of Education and Communities was revised to include the increased role of non-government organisations in delivering more out-of-home care services. Further details about the reforms in out-of-home care can be found in the Keep Them Safe Annual Reports and the Department of Family and Community Services Annual Reports.



