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Students in Foster Care Credit Transfer 

 
Executive Summary 
 
Youth in foster care face an uphill battle in educational attainment. Abuse, ongoing 
trauma, and unstable living arrangements contribute to poor outcomes for foster 
youth. Foster children move from one home to another an average of two to three 
times while in care, and one-third of older youth experience five or more school 
transfers.1 In Arizona, 40 percent of students in foster care change schools at least once 
during the school year.2 The high mobility experienced by foster students can prevent 
them from receiving credit for time spent in class, completed work, skills acquired, and 
subjects mastered. 
 
In 2023, the Center for the Rights of Abused Children  lobbied for and helped pass 
legislation that codified a federal presumption that remaining in the school of origin 
was in the best interest of a child. The law established timelines for schools to complete 
best-interest determinations, transfer a student’s records when switching schools, and 
ensure transportation. The Center proposes building on this effort to increase stability 
and educational outcomes by establishing a statewide policy and procedure for 
calculating and transferring prior and partial coursework for children in foster care. This 
proposal will minimize delays in graduation, boost educational attainment, and help 
children better prepare for adulthood.  
 
Key Takeaways 
 

• Children in state care have the lowest on-time graduation of any demographic – 
including homeless children.3  

• Fewer than half of Arizona students in foster care (41.2%) graduated from high 
school within four years in 2022.4 Students in foster care dropped out of school 
at twice the rate of the statewide average.5 

• Nationally, 64% of youth aging out of foster care will earn a high school diploma 
or GED. Fewer than 10% will complete college.6 

• Nationally, 40% of students in foster care change schools at least once during 
the school year; 27% attend two schools within a school year; 10% attend three; 
and 5% attend four or more schools.7 

• Given the high mobility of students in foster care, partial credit policies can help 
ensure students receive credit for their work across schools, preventing 
unnecessary repetition and the discouragement that goes with re-doing or 
restarting instruction. This, in turn, will promote timely graduation. 
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Proposed Reform 
 
The Center proposes legislation requiring the Arizona Department of Education (ADE) 
to develop rules calculating, transmitting, and accepting partial credits for foster 
children when transferring schools. Broadly defined, partial credit policies evaluate 
coursework satisfactorily completed and award partial or full course credit toward 
graduation requirements. More specifically, these policies allow students the 
opportunity to finalize the full coursework requirement through: 

• Applying course waivers if a student previously completed a similar course. 
• Awarding credit for time spent in a class and enrollment in an equivalent course. 
• Evaluating mastery of a subject and rewarding course completion credits 

through competency testing, evaluation of records and written work, or through 
a course completion packet. 

• Enrolling students in credit recovery or remedial programs, such as tutoring. 
 
Arizona legislation should require: 

• ADE to develop uniform policies for calculating partial credits earned by 
children in foster care, including methods for calculating partial credits. 

• A receiving school to meet with the foster student within 10 school days to 
develop a success plan for graduation that includes:  

o Acceptance of completed courses as well as partial credits earned by the 
pupil for equivalent courses and immediate enrollment in equivalent 
courses if the school offers them. 

o A requirement that partial credit calculation be shared with the attorney, 
foster caregiver, and parent.  

o A requirement that the receiving school apply partial credits to state 
graduation requirements to the extent possible.  

• A requirement to award a diploma to a foster youth who transferred following 
eleventh grade or during twelfth grade and met the state requirements for 
graduation, or the graduation requirements of the school of origin, even if the 
student has not met the graduation requirements of the receiving school.  

• Provisions requiring DCS to notify the school of origin and the receiving school, 
if necessary, that the student is in foster care. 

 
Additionally, statute can require that the rules developed by ADE for calculating partial 
credit  include any or all the following considerations: 

• The student’s enrollment and coursework history. 
o The award of partial credit, with clear annotations on the student’s 

transcript. Credit could be measured in any number of ways, including: 
 seat time.  
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 performance of formative, summative, or nationally norm-
referenced assessments. 

 competency demonstrated through project-based learning, 
portfolios, or independent study. 

 mastery of skills. 
• Accepting and awarding credits. 

o Specify that receiving schools do not have to offer an identical course to 
give credit. Credits should be translated and awarded into the new 
school’s system.  

o Credits should be applied toward the graduation requirement they were 
intended to meet. If a school does not have an equivalent course, when 
translating credits from the school of origin into the receiving school’s 
system, credits should be applied to graduation course credit rather than 
electives to the extent possible. 

o Students can and should be exempted from end-of-year assessments if 
they satisfactorily completed a course in a prior school or district.  

• Enrolling the student in equivalent credit types to continue earning credits; if an 
equivalent course is not available, offer alternatives such as online course work 
or course completion packets and enroll students in classes based upon age-
appropriate and graduation requirements. 

 
Background 
 
Arizona foster youth experience the lowest graduation rates of any demographic in the 
state, with just 41% of youth graduating in four years and 11% dropping out in 2022.8  
The five-year graduation rate is not much better, hovering around 47%.9 Students who 
enter foster care are struggling to complete their coursework and graduate in four or 
five years.  
 
Part of the reason for decreased educational outcomes can be traced to frequent 
disruptions and the impact on children’s educational attainment. One longitudinal 
study found that students in foster care lose four to six months of academic progress 
with each school change.10 Alternatively, a national study of 1,087 foster care alumni in 
13 states showed that youth who experienced one fewer change in living arrangement 
per year were 1.8 times more likely to graduate from high school before leaving foster 
care.11 
  
Instability can result in missing or being placed in inappropriate classes. Additionally, 
highly mobile students can experience inconsistency in receiving educational services. 
Consequently, these students may not get the help they need, may lose class credits 
with each move, and may struggle to graduate. Thus, the presumptions should be to 
maintain children in their school of origin. However, when it is in the best interest of a 
child to transfer schools, school systems need to minimize the impact on the child.  
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Disruption and inefficiency are exacerbated when records are incomplete, lacking 
critical information such as student achievement, attendance, seat time, and subject 
mastery, or if relevant records are missing altogether. Additionally, schools often offer 
different classes, utilize different methods of calculating full and partial course credits, 
and require different core classes to graduate. Consequently, when youth in care 
switch schools, they often cannot obtain full or partial credit for prior coursework. 
 
Failure to recognize and award credit for completed courses and coursework can 
contribute to delayed graduation and dropping out. The consequences of not 
completing high school can be dire and lifelong. Low educational attainment can lead 
to a host of long-term challenges, including unemployment, poor health, and housing 
instability or homelessness.12 
 
Current Law 
 
Federal Law and Policy 
 
Federal law and nonregulatory guidance provide general direction but leave much up 
to the states to augment and clarify – setting the floor but leaving states free to build 
up from there. For example, when transferring schools is in the best interest of a child, 
enrollment and a request for the child’s academic records must happen 
“immediately.”13 However, “immediate” can be fairly ambiguous, especially when 
federal guidance describes the term to mean “as soon as possible in order to prevent 
educational discontinuity.”14 In 2023, the Center helped ensure that remaining in the 
school of origin is in the best interest of a child absent a specific finding to the contrary 
and setting strict timelines on enrollment and record transfers.15   
  
Regarding student credit calculations, awards, and transfers, much is left to the states. 
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to increase educational stability 
for vulnerable youth, including homeless children and youths in the juvenile justice 
system.16 For example, to receive a federal grant to better educate homeless17 
children, a state’s plan must include “[a] description of procedures that ensure that … 
[homeless children] and youths separated from public schools are identified and 
accorded equal access to appropriate secondary education and support services, 
including by identifying and removing barriers that prevent youths described in this 
clause from receiving appropriate credit for full or partial coursework satisfactorily 
completed while attending a prior school, in accordance with State, local, and school 
policies.”18  
 
Arizona Law 
 
The Arizona State Board of Education is responsible for setting minimum graduation 
requirements while local districts and charter schools are free to add additional 
requirements for their graduates.19  
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Arizona law currently provides for transfers for all students.20 This section should be 
amended to include language specific to youth in foster care, requiring all schools to 
accept completed and partial coursework toward graduation requirements.  
 
Credit Transfer 
 
Transferring credit under normal circumstances can be difficult. As an example, the 
Arizona Attorney General was asked for an opinion in a case involving students 
attempting to transfer credits from a public charter school to traditional high school 
districts. The charter school offered some high school level courses to middle school 
students, but district schools refused to accept transfer credits for high school level 
courses offered and completed in a charter middle school. As a result, students either 
had to take the same course again or be placed in a more advanced course without 
receiving credit for prior course work. Additionally, many of the district schools did not 
allow students to take a placement exam to demonstrate proficiency for credit.21  
 
Ultimately, the Attorney General clarified that school districts must provide transfer 
students with an opportunity to demonstrate competency in a course or subject to 
obtain credit without having to repeat the class or coursework. Children in foster care 
frequently face similar difficulties compounded by multiple transfers, including within 
the same school year.  
 
Generally, state law offers a mechanism for transferring credits, notice of accepted and 
denied credits, and testing for credit. For example, when a student transfers from a 
private school, the student must “be provided with a list that indicates those credits 
that have been accepted and denied by the school district.”22 When the school district 
denies credit, the student “may request to take an examination” to receive credit for 
the course.”23  
 
When a student transfers to a district school from another district or a charter school, 
the new school district is required to “accept credits earned by the pupil in courses or 
instructional programs at the charter school or school district.”24 Additionally, the 
district school board can “adopt a policy … for … determining whether a credit earned 
by a pupil who was previously enrolled in a school district or charter school will be 
assigned as an elective or core credit.”25 The law also permits charter or district schools 
to note “the learning outcomes that a student mastered … to provide a record of the 
demonstrated competencies and award partial credit.”26 Like transferees from private 
schools, transferees from charter and district schools must be provided with a list of 
accepted and denied credits and afforded an opportunity to test for credit in each 
denied course.27 
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States with Foster Care Partial Credit Programs28 
 
While several states have enacted laws that help award partial credits to students who 
experience disruption and instability in their education, many of those states focus on 
homelessness (see, for examples: Delaware29, Kentucky30, Maine31, Nevada32 New 
Mexico,33 Pennsylvania34, and Washington35). California and Texas provide examples 
of states with Democratic and Republican majorities, respectively, that have enacted 
provisions that require the establishment of a partial credit policy for foster youth. 
California has created what appears to be the most robust partial credit program for 
youth in foster care.  
 
For example, California law contains an entire section specific to transferring records 
of youth in care. The law reads, in part: 
 

As part of the transfer process … the local educational agency shall 
compile the complete educational record of the pupil, including a 
determination of days of enrollment or seat time, or both if applicable, an 
official transcript … including full and partial credits earned, or any 
measure of full or partial coursework being satisfactorily completed … 
including a determination of the days of enrollment or seat time, current 
classes and grades, immunization and other records, and, if applicable, a 
copy of the pupil's [504] plan … or individualized education program.36 

 
In 2013, a group that included the California School Boards Association, California 
Department of Social Services, and the Child Welfare Council published a partial credit 
model policy. This policy contains guidance for awarding credit for completed 
coursework so students and foster care can progress toward high school graduation, 
including formulae for calculating partial credit.37 
 
Texas law also contains provisions that apply partial credit to youth experiencing foster 
cares: 
 

In recognition of the challenges faced by students … in substitute care, 
the agency shall assist the transition of students … in substitute care from 
one school to another by … developing procedures for awarding credit, 
including partial credit if appropriate, for course work, including electives, 
completed by a student who is homeless or in substitute care while 
enrolled at another school [and]… developing procedures to ensure that 
a new school relies on decisions made by the previous school regarding 
placement in courses or educational programs of a student … in substitute 
care and places the student in comparable courses or educational 
programs at the new school, if those courses or programs are available.38 
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Anticipated Impact 
By statutorily requiring ADE to establish uniform rules for calculating and awarding 
transfer credits and focusing on individual student success plans and graduation 
requirements, the state can boost academic outcomes for students in foster care. 
Alleviating some of the obstacles of high mobility for foster youth would have a 
significant impact on nearly every child in care. The Annie E. Casey Foundation 
estimates that eliminating disparities between youth aging out of foster care and their 
peers in the general population would result in 5,290 more young people graduating 
from high school annually, leading to $2.17 billion in economic gains during their 
working lifetimes.39 
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