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Foster Despair: Improving Access to Education Services for Youth with Intellectual 

Disabilities in State Custody   

WASHINGTON, D.C., (May 8)-- The National Disability Rights Network (NDRN) released a 

report, during National Foster Care Month, titled Foster Despair: Improving Access to Education 

Services for Youth with Intellectual Disabilities in State Custody.  Each May, National Foster Care 

Month serves as a reminder that there are many children with disabilities who do not receive 

appropriate education because they are placed in congregate care or other institution-type settings 

rather than with foster families.   

 

The report examines why youth with intellectual disabilities in state custody receive lower test 

scores, are more likely to fail or repeat a grade, and experience lower graduation rates than their 

peers who are not in state custody.  Some of the most troubling findings include youth placed in 

settings that are not remotely designed for their needs, due to lack of placement/service options; lack 

of qualified staff to provide educational services; parents who are regularly required to give 

guardianship to the state in order to obtain publicly funded services; long term failure to provide 

access to credit bearing general education; education deprivation as punishment; and more. 

 

“One small state reported having several hundred children in state custody housed out of state, for 

years.  In that state, parents are required to relinquish custody to the state in order to obtain 

residential services.  Many cannot afford to visit their children out of state so they lose touch with 

them,” said Diane Smith Howard a senior staff attorney at NDRN. 

  

Recommendations made by NDRN include drafting policies that will support increased placement of 

these youth in family based residential settings in the community, adopting state laws and policies 

regarding credit transfer and other methods to help prevent school disengagement, and developing 

technical assistance resources focused on ensuring quality education. 

 

“It is though time has stood still for these youth -- experiencing legal and practical barriers to 

education that have largely been eradicated for the population of children with disabilities with 

involved parents,” said Diane.  “The critical importance of knowledgeable, concerned adults and 

swift and effective legal advocacy is clear from the feedback we received.”   

 

To read the complete report go to:  

http://www.ndrn.org/images/Documents/Media/Foster_Despair_Master__FINAL.pdf  

 

For more information about the report contact Aquita Brown at 202-567-3522 or 

aquita.brown@ndrn.org   
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