Categorical Differences - An In-depth Exploration of Education and its Role to Children in Foster Care. 
In the United States, there are an estimated 518,000 children under 18 living in foster care. These children are arguably one of the most at-risk groups of children living in America, facing challenges in regards to education (i.e., lower test scores, higher dropout rates, excessive tardiness, long stretches of absenteeism, etc), crippling mental health conditions, homelessness, poverty, and incarceration - just to name a few. It was important for me to expand on one of the most important topics that we have covered in this class thus far - categorical differences in learning.  As a non-educator, I connected with the concept of categorical differences in learners the best because in my professional life as a foster care caseworker, I have the opportunity to witness the complexities that come with being a child in the foster care system in Illinois and the multitude of ways that being in foster care effects their ability to learn. Additionally, the complexities that a teacher faces teaching children from this specific population.
I wanted to expand off of my first update in this class because I feel that it may be a category of children that doesn't automatically come to the forefront when thinking about learning challenges OR teaching challenges geared at this particular demographic.
Let's start breaking down the complexities that are illustrated in the chart below. Breaking down categorical differences as we did in week 1, Kalantzis & Cope identify learning barriers effecting children and young adults (2016). Those barriers include:
Material conditions - social class, locale and family
Corporeal attributes - age, race, sex and sexuality, and physical and mental abilities
Symbolic differences - language, ethnos, communities of commitment and gender
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Let's take a look at material conditions. ​Social class: Based on my professional experience, I can say with confidence that nearly 95% of the families that I work with come from neighborhoods in Chicago where they are living on or below the poverty line. By conducting professional social histories on the family (parents, grandparents, children, etc.), historical patterns begin to emerge as it becomes clear that a particular family has grown up in poverty for as long as they can remember. Interviews with biological parents whose children have been removed from their care will often times say that they themselves grew up in poverty, as did THEIR parents growing up. In certain neighborhoods, schools lack the resources, the material (technology), that more affluent communities have readily available to them every fiscal year. What sort of challenges does this present to students coming from this background who also do not have the resources available at home for alternative learning?
Locale:  Children in foster care get bounced around ALL the time - whether it is from family member to family member, or going back and forth between traditional, non-familial placements. It is incredibly rare for a child in foster care to be placed in a home and stay there for their remaining time in the system. As the first box of the chart (upper left-hand corner) states, foster youth move schools on average one to two times per year - and are 2x more likely to be absent. The result? Failing grades, low self-esteem and self-worth, poor social skills, interpersonal skills that are not typical for a child their age, and the emergence of attachment disorders. Furthermore, foster children lose an average of four to six months’ worth of educational attainment every time they move because they have to play "catch-up" every time they enter a new school with a different curriculum.
Dan Lips, author of Foster Care Students Children Need Better Educational Opportunities (http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2007/06/foster-care-children-need-better-educational-opportunities) says that, 
"Transfers can create gaps in the learning cycle. They force children to adjust to new classroom settings, teachers, and classmates and cause children to lose social networks, peer groups, and relationships with adults."
These changes can exacerbate the emotional instability and unrest caused by home transfers. Reducing instability for foster children is identified by researchers and advocates as a way to improve the foster care system.
And finally, family. I believe, family is the single most important factor to EVERYTHING in a child’s life, including education. 100% of the children on my caseload come from a broken family. Now, without minimizing the traumatic effects that divorce can have on a family, divorce is the furthest thing from "broken" that these kids have experienced. These kids have endured years of sexual abuse from family members, years of physical abuse resulting in life-altering injuries from fathers and mothers, and a lifetime of neglect and malnutrition from nearly everyone else in their life. With FAMILY, with their FOUNDATION, being broken, can we expect these children to thrive educationally?

Problems at home result in learning barriers at school 
Let’s take this a level deeper. I’ll use a personal example from my professional life. I have a young African-American boy on my caseload who is 12 years old. Something that he has struggled with for about a year now is his sexuality. He has expressed on multiple occasions to school social worker that he is confused about his sexual identity and is afraid to tell his family that he is gay. His biological family has completely ostracized him from the very first time that he bravely tried to bring up the conversation. Pause the story here. Corporal attributes. Here is where we take attributes like race, age, and sexuality into education and the potential barriers that it can have on learning. This young boy has the chips stacked against him, at least in terms of the way society views a young man in his position. He is 12, already a vulnerable time in a young person’s life where they are experiencing changes in nearly every aspect. By 12, he’s already been to 7 different schools due to foster care placement transfers. He is a young African American man who has “strayed far from the norm” according to his family as he continued to explore his sexuality. To make a VERY long story short, his education was placed in jeopardy, and continues to be IN jeopardy every time he changes schools and ditches class. For quite a while, his teachers didn’t know the extent of what was happening in his life and had trouble identifying his learning barriers. Multiple meetings were had with the school social worker, his teachers and I to discuss a plan to implement for the full potential of learning.
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Embeded video - Nov. 6th, 2016. 
"How do we become successful adults? Through our EDUCATION!"
This short video documents a young lady is the foster care system completely aware of the challenges facing students who are in the system. Implementation of different learning techniques catered about the way a student learns is essential. For example, for older children, creating a program based around life-skills would be tremendously beneficial, as these skills are most likely not being learned the proper way in the home (biological or foster).  
The Fostering Success in Education: National Factsheet on the Educational Outcomes of Children in Foster Care (http://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/foster-care/index.html) states that,
“When supported by strong practices and policies, positive school experiences can counteract the negative effects of abuse, neglect, separation, and lack of permanency experienced by the nearly 400,000 U.S. children and youth in foster care" (2014). 
With classroom application that gives a student that comes from a foster care background the opportunity for improvement in his or her physical, mental, and social/emotional well-being, their success rate drastically improves. A collective approach in this case is the ONLY way to maximize the amount of success in a child. Schools play a monumental part in the life of a kid in foster care, but it is only with the collaboration and collective approach between schools and the child welfare agency and specialized educational resources/agencies will he or she be able to counteract negative learning barriers.
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To conclude, it was very important for me to expand my first update into a full body of work because kids who are in foster care make up such a unique percentage of children experiencing learning barriers. When a child’s life is completely unstable, school NEEDS to be consistent. It NEEDS to be a space where the child can express his or herself and it NEEDS to be a place where the teachers/staff/social workers are all involved in the child's day to day learning experience.
Policymakers and education liaisons at the state level have, over the years, suggested giving a choice to the student’s guardian (the state in the case of foster care) as to a student staying at their current school or going somewhere else. This argument is surrounded around the idea educational stability – an ENOURMOUS barrier to education and learning amongst students in foster care. Author Dan Lips supports improving education stability by, 
“Giving foster children the opportunity to attend a school of choice.” He says, “[that] could help to address the common problem of educational instability. A scholarship or choice option would allow them to remain in the same school (whenever geographically possible) even when placed in a new home setting.”
Excerpt from Update 1: Children in foster care are overwhelmingly from lower class families. Mix that with an unstable nuclear family, poverty, addiction, lack of community resources, and patterns of abuse, and you've got, for lack of a better expression, the face of our child welfare system nationwide. The implications that the above mentioned attributes have on a child and the way they learn is EVERYTHING. ALL of these factors influence the way he or she learns and everything, I believe, can be traced back to their home life - with the exception of physical or mental abilities that require a different kind of attention.
Application in real life: As mentioned in Update 1 - I have a kid who I love to brag about. He was 14 when I met him and had every single odd against him. He was a victim of incredibly horrific physical and sexual abuse. He was neglected medically which led to a brain bleed that required a tube to be placed into the base of his brain. He has a learning disability. He was exposed to drugs. He was a kid whose childhood could be categorized as 'modern day slavery,' begging and panhandling since he was 5. He was diagnosed with PTSD as a result of years of constant trauma. He was in 8 different schools in one year. Add all those things up and you quickly realize all the odds are against you. The reason I bring him up again in my full work is because this particular young man took education very seriously. It was important for me to work side by side with his teachers and monitor him very closely.
I met with his teachers every week to discuss alternative learning techniques. I was so impressed by the way that each teacher took the time to create activities for the classroom that were inspired by him, yet still benefited the entire classroom. Simple techniques like workshops based around the student’s interests created such a comfortable and thriving classroom climate.
Fast forward a few years and that 14-year-old kid is now a proud freshman at a major university, heavily involved in their ROTC program, and just turned 20. Sometimes I tell him, "Do you know that only 2% of kids in foster care go on to get their bachelor’s degree?" His smile and the nod of his head made all the school check ins worth it. Even when I first began working with him when I was only 22, I understood the importance of the DIFFERENCE a positive learning environment can have on a kid. School became his safe place - and it saved his life.
References
Cole, S.F., O’Brien, J.G., Gadd, M.G., Ristuccia, J., Wallace, D.L., & Gregory, M. (2005). Helping Traumatized Children Learn: Supportive School Environments for Children Traumatized by Family Violence. Boston, MA: Massachusetts Advocates for Children. Retrieved October 17, 2013 from http://www. massadvocates.org/documents/HTCL_9-09.pdf.
Fostering Success in Education: National Factsheet on the Educational Outcomes of Children in Foster Care. Researching Highlihghts on Education and Foster Care. January 2014. Web. November 10th, 2016. 
Kalantzis, Mary, and Bill Cope. "Open Review of Educational Research." Learner Differences in Theory and Practice: : Vol 3, No 1. Informa Group Plc, 13 June 2016. Web. 30 Oct. 2016.https://oag.ca.gov/sites/all/files/agweb/images/tr2/foster-youth2.jpg
Lips, Dan. “Foster Care Children Need Better Educational Opportunities.” Domestic Policy Studies Department at The Heritage Foundation. 05 June, 2007. Web. November 8th, 2016.
U.S. Department of Education. Foster Care. 06 June, 2016. Web. November 11th, 2016.
YouTube - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=14ouUTYmR9w. 30 April, 2015. Web. November 9th, 2016. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
