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System Management
San Francisco’s education advocacy system 
is managed by San Francisco Unified School 
District (SFUSD), the only school district in San 
Francisco County. At the system’s core are 120 
school-site liaisons — one at each SFUSD school. 
These school-site liaisons are SFUSD employ-
ees, usually the school’s guidance counselor, 
learning-support professional, or wellness coor-
dinator. Each is provided a small stipend by San 
Francisco County Office of Education, Foster 
Youth Services (FYS).

Identification and Referrals 
At the beginning of each school year, school-
site liaisons are provided with a list of the foster 
youth enrolled in their school. This list is con-
fidential, but allows the liaison to monitor the 
educational progress of their school’s foster 
youth and detect when educational challenges 
arise. School-site liaisons are thus a primary 
source of referrals to the education advocacy 
system. Moreover, the liaison’s presence in-
creases awareness of the system at the school, 
increasing referrals from SFUSD teachers and 
administrators.  Finally, FYS works closely with 
San Francisco’s Human Services Agency (HSA), 
resulting in a significant number of referrals 
from Protective Services Workers (PSWs).

Once a foster youth is identified as having an 
unmet educational need, the referral is directed 
to their school-site liaison, who is likely to be fa-
miliar with both the youth and the school. Foster 
youth residing in San Francisco but not enrolled 
in school, and San Francisco foster youth resid-
ing outside of San Francisco, are referred direct-
ly to the FYS coordinator.

Case Management
Once a liaison identifies a foster youth in her 
school as facing an educational challenge, or if 
such a challenge is brought to the liaison’s at-
tention, the liaison is responsible for gathering 
information about the youth’s educational needs, 
determining the type of educational advocacy 
required, and ensuring the student receives such 
advocacy. 

If the youth resides in San Francisco but is not 
enrolled in school, the FYS coordinator manages 
the case until the youth is enrolled, at which 
point the case is transferred to the school site 
liaison. If the San Francisco foster youth resides 
outside of San Francisco, the FYS coordinator 
manages the case until all educational issues 
have been resolved.

Specialized Educational Advocates 
School-site liaisons also provide specialized edu-
cational advocacy for the foster youth in their 
school. This includes: 

• �Meeting with the caregiver, foster 
parent, and group home staff to 
make sure they understand their 
educational responsibilities 

• �Attending TDM, SST, and IEP meet-
ings 

• �Advocating for the foster youth in 
school discipline matters

FYS also has Master’s of Social Work (MSW) in-
terns stationed at eight to fifteen SFUSD schools 
with the highest percentage of foster youth. 
These MSW interns serve as expert educational 
advocates for those foster youth in their school 
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facing more difficult or complex educational 
challenges.

Those foster youth residing in San Francisco but 
not enrolled in school are aided by one of three 
enrollment liaisons: specialized educational 
advocates working in the district’s central of-
fices. One enrollment liaison helps enroll special 
education foster youth, one helps enroll foster 
youth in alternative schools, and one helps with 
general enrollment challenges.

San Francisco foster youth living in other coun-
ties are provided specialized educational advo-
cacy by San Francisco HSA’s educational liaison, 
a full time HSA employee. This person provides 
these out-of-county youth with expert educa-
tional advocacy.

Centralized v. Decentralized
San Francisco’s case management process is de-
centralized to the school level, with most refer-
rals flowing to school-site foster youth liaisons. 

Focus on Especially  
High-Risk Foster Youth
Foster youth in schools with MSW interns, those 
schools with the highest populations of foster 
youth, are more likely to receive expert educa-
tional advocacy. 

System Architecture: San Francisco County
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System Management 
Santa Clara County’s Department of Family and 
Children Services (DFCS), and more specifically 
DFCS’ Educational Services Unit (EdSU), oper-
ates the Educational Rights Project (ERP). The 
ERP’s core is an intake panel composed of child 
welfare workers (CWWs), special education 
experts and education attorneys. 

Identification and Referrals 
CWWs, parents, caretakers, child advocates, and 
attorneys are all encouraged to contact EdSU 
regarding individual foster youth facing educa-
tional challenges. (EdSU also serves non-depen-
dent children who are referred through Emer-
gency Response CWWs and post-guardianship 
and adoption cases.) EdSU attempts to resolve 
issues by providing technical assistance to refer-
ring adults. When this is impractical or fails, 
a formal referral must be made to EdSU. This 
referral must come from the foster youth’s CWW 
and must be submitted on the EdSU Referral 
Form. This helps the EdSU gather background 
information on the foster youth and his or her 
educational challenges.

Case Management
Once a case is referred to EdSU, a consultation is 
conducted to determine the educational advoca-
cy and services needed by the foster youth. This 
consultation includes members of the intake 
panel:

• �An EdSU coordinator, social worker, 
and/or social work intern

• �Special education experts from Mor-
rissey/Compton Educatonal Center, 
Inc., a non-profit that provides di-

agnostic and treatment services for 
children with learning disabilities

• �An education attorney from Legal 
Advocates for Children and Youth 
(LACY), a public interest law firm

• �Whenever possible, the consultation also 
includes others with information about the 
educational challenges facing the referred 
foster youth, such as:

• The youth’s CWW

• �The youth’s educational rights 
holder

• �Child advocates or caretakers in-
volved in the case

Once this consultation is complete, the case is 
assigned to an EdSU coordinator, social worker, 
or social work intern; an education specialist 
from Morrissey/Compton; or an education at-
torney from LACY for case management. The 
case manager is responsible for ensuring the 
foster youth receives appropriate educational 
advocacy.

Each case is reviewed every three months at 
a monthly ERP meeting. These meetings are 
attended by the members of the intake panel. 
After reviewing a case, the panel determines 
whether to close the case or keep it open with or 
without additional interventions.

Specialized Educational Advocates 
EdSU staff serve as referral specialists and 
expert educational advocates, training referring 
CWWs on effective educaton advocacy strate-
gies. 

The special education experts from Morrissey/

Santa Clara County: 
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Compton review individual education plans 
(IEPs), assessments and/or evaluations and 
make recommendations as to necessary inter-
ventions.  

When a foster youth is referred to LACY, he or 
she is enrolled in the Youth Educational Advo-
cates Project (Project YEA).  As needed, Project 
YEA will:

• �Ascertain whether the youth can get 
special education or testing

• �Meet with the youth’s social worker 
and educational rights holder

• �Communicate with the youth’s 
teachers and watch the child in 
school

• �Attend the youth’s Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) meeting

• �Strategize with the youth and their 
educational rights holder

• �Analyze the child’s IEP, ensuring 
he or she is receiving appropriate 
services

• �Represent the youth in expulsion 
hearings

Centralized v. Decentralized
Santa Clara’s Educational Rights Project is cen-
tralized within DFCS’s Educational Services Unit 
(EdSU). All referrals are directed to the EdSU 
intake panel. 

Focus on Especially  
High-Risk Foster Youth
There is no separate process for identifying or 
helping especially high-risk foster youth. All 
youth are given priority when allocating ser-
vices.

EdSU Coordinators, 
Social Workers, and 
Social Work Interns

Education Experts

Education Attorneys

• �Child Welfare 
Workers
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System Architecture: Santa Clara County
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In establishing county-based child 
welfare and education systems California has 
recognized that each county is unique, with 
different populations of children, different 
inter-agency relationships, and different constel-
lations of public interest and community orga-
nizations. Counties have been made responsible 
for ensuring foster youth receive the educational 
advocacy and opportunities they need to suc-
ceed. In response, very different structures have 
developed throughout the state, each focused 
on identifying foster children with unmet needs 
and ensuring they receive appropriate educa-
tional advocacy.

Thus, while each education advocacy system 
possesses a common four-tiered architecture; 
including: (1) procedures for identifying and 
referring foster youth with unmet educational 
needs, (2) a case management process, (3) a pool 
of specialized educational advocates, and (4) a 
system manager; each is structured differently. 
Different agencies manage these education 
advocacy systems. Each system has a differ-
ent level of centralization. Agencies have taken 

different approaches toward identifying and 
helping particularly high-risk foster youth. There 
is no single best solution, but this report does 
conclude with three recommendations:

Recommendation #1: 
Examine how your county ensures foster youth 
receive the educational advocacy and opportuni-
ties they need in comparison with other coun-
ties’ education advocacy systems. While there 
is no single best solution, there is always room 
to learn from the experiences and approaches 
taken by others. The variety of efforts currently 
in place provides a wealth of models to consider, 
and careful scrutiny of local efforts is likely to 
reveal areas for improvement. 

Recommendation #2: 
Memorialize your education advocacy system 
in an education advocacy plan: an inter-agency 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) detail-
ing the education advocacy system’s processes 
and the roles and responsibilities of each part-

Education Advocacy Systems:
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nering organization. Inter-agency collaboration 
is difficult, especially when it involves more than 
periodic meetings and collocation. Memorial-
izing procedures and responsibilities ensures 
a more robust, successful education advocacy 
system, one less dependent on specific person-
nel and personal relationships.

Recommendation #3: 
Contact the Foster Youth Education Initiative if 
you would like help creating or improving your 
education advocacy system. The Foster Youth 
Education Initiative is a project of the National 
Center for Youth Law focused on ensuring foster 
youth receive the educational advocacy and op-
portunities they need. More information about 
the initiative, and contact information, can be 
found at: 

www.youthlaw.org/child_welfare 
/foster_youth_education_initiative

www.youthlaw.org/child_welfare/foster_youth_education_initiative


The National Center for Youth Law (NCYL) is a 
national non-profit organization that has been 
working for over four decades to improve the lives of 
poor children. Employing a range of strategies, NCYL 
works to ensure that low-income children have the 
resources, support, and opportunities they need for 
healthy and productive lives. 

National Center  
for Youth Law



The Foster Youth Education Initiative improves 
the educational outcomes of children and youth in 
the foster care system by ensuring they have the 
educational advocacy and opportunities they need. 
To that end, the initiative helps localities develop and 
operate education advocacy systems and advocates 
for state-level policies focused on helping foster youth 
succeed in school.

Foster Youth 
Education Initiative
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