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Student mobility rates were high among youth who experienced foster care in Oregon 
throughout their education, regardless of the number of foster care placements they had. 
Student mobility appears to be more closely tied to graduation rates than the number of 
foster care placements. 

Background 
Previous research shows that student mobility may be 
disruptive for student educational success,1 health 
outcomes,2 and social development.3 The Oregon 
Integrated Child Dataset (OCID) project and the Oregon 
Department of Education (ODE) have published 
analyses revealing that graduation rates for mobile 
students were 30 to 40 percentage points lower than 
for nonmobile students, and that student mobility was 
more common for certain groups of students, especially 
students who are also in the foster care system. This is 
a particularly timely issue in Oregon given that HB 4084 
was passed in March 2024 to develop a pilot program 
for employing education advocates in Oregon public 
schools, with the goal of improving education outcomes 
among children in foster care. 

Overview of Youth in Foster Care 
Among the approximately 90,000 Oregon public school 
students of typical graduation age (i.e., 18) in the 2019-
2020 and 2020-2021 school years, 5,150 (5.7%) ever 
experienced a foster care episode. Fifty-seven percent 
of youth who ever had a foster care episode graduated 
high school within 5 years, compared with 81% of 
youth who never had a foster care episode. 

 
1 Selya AS, Engel-Rebitzer E, Dierker L, et al. The causal effect of student mobility on standardized test performance: a case study with 
possible implications for accountability mandates within the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Front Psychol. 2016;7:1096. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01096. 
2 Herbers JE, Reynolds AJ, Chen CC. School mobility and developmental outcomes in young adulthood. Dev Psychopathol. 
2013;25(2):501-515. doi: 10.1017/S0954579412001204. 
3 Rumberger RW. Student mobility: causes, consequences, and solutions. National Education Policy Center; 2015. 
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Definitions 
Student mobility: School transitions for 
reasons other than grade promotion. For 
details on mobility types in this analysis, 
read the OCID Student Mobility and High 
School Graduation primary brief. 
Foster care removal: A child being taken 
from their home and placed in the care and 
custody of the Oregon Department of 
Human Services (ODHS). This does not 
include children in ODHS custody who 
remained in their home. 
Foster care placement: The physical setting 
in which a child resides after a removal (e.g., 
relative or nonrelative foster home, group 
home, institution). A child may experience 
multiple placements per foster care removal. 
Foster care discharge: When the child is 
released from the care and custody of 
ODHS. 
Foster care episode: The time between a 
removal and a discharge. 

For more information on the cohort, 
methods, and definitions used in this brief, 
read the OCID Student Mobility and High 
School Graduation primary brief. 

https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/reports-and-data/Documents/databrief_mobility_graduation.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/reports-and-data/Documents/databrief_mobility_graduation.pdf
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2024R1/Measures/Overview/HB4084
https://nepc.colorado.edu/sites/default/files/pb_rumberger-student-mobility.pdf
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
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Youth who were ever in foster care were more likely 
than youth who were never in foster care to: 

• Be identified as American Indian/Alaskan Native 
(16% vs. 11%), Black/African American (6% vs. 4%), 
or Hispanic (17% vs. 15%) 

• Have a disability (45% vs. 22%) 
• Live in rural (31% vs. 23%) or urban areas (40%  

vs. 35%) 

As shown in Figure 1, youth who had ever been in foster care were more likely to be enrolled in and 
interact with other public programs, highlighting the cross-program opportunities to provide support. 

Figure 1. Percentage of youth who were ever in foster care and interacted with select public programs 

 

  

The average number of foster care removals did not vary substantially by race or ethnicity, 
geography, sex or gender, and disability status. However, those who were identified as 
American Indian/Alaskan Native or Black/African American, those who lived in the tri-county area, 
or those who had disabilities had higher average number of foster care placements and longer 
episodes relative to their peers. Additionally, those who were identified as Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander experienced a higher average number of placements. 

Information about OCID’s 
Equity Characteristics 
Learn more about OCID’s race and 
ethnicity methodology. 
Disability is defined here as ever having an 
Individualized Education Program (IEP). 
OCID’s geographic categories include rural, 
urban, and tri-county. 

https://www.ocid-cebp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/OCID-Race-and-Ethnicity-Data-Overview.pdf
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/OCID-Race-and-Ethnicity-Data-Overview.pdf
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Key Takeaways 
Of the 5,150 youth who ever experienced a foster care episode, 3,220 experienced an episode that 
overlapped with their enrollment in Oregon public schools (meaning the remaining 1,930 youth only 
experienced foster care episodes that ended before entering Oregon public schools). Most 
demographic, education, and equity characteristics were similar between these youth and those who 
ever experienced a foster care episode. For the remainder of this brief, we focus on comparing youth 
who experienced a foster care episode while enrolled in Oregon public schools (“foster youth”) with 
those who never experienced a foster care episode (“their peers”). We examine mobility among foster 
youth throughout their educational experience, including outside of foster care episodes.  

Student mobility was common among foster youth, particularly outside-district transitions 
Ninety-four percent of foster youth experienced student mobility at some point during their K-12 
education. Compared with their peers, foster youth were more likely to experience all types of school 
transitions and to have a greater number of transitions, except for late enrollment into Oregon public 
schools. It is particularly notable that foster youth were more than twice as likely to experience 
outside-district transitions and had on average 4.5 times more of these transitions than their peers.  

Figure 1. Percentage of foster youth who experienced different types of student mobility 

 

Student mobility is high throughout foster youths’ educational experience 
Foster youth in this analysis experienced 16,530 transitions in grades K–12. Of these transitions, 70% 
occurred outside of a foster care episode, while 30% occurred during a foster care episode. On 
average, foster youth spent about 2.4 years of their K–12 education in foster care, meaning there is 
much more time outside of foster care episodes for these youth to experience mobility than during 
that total 2- to 3-year period in foster care. For transitions that occurred outside of a foster care 
episode, about 35% occurred before the first removal, 12% occurred between foster care episodes, 
and 53% occurred after the last discharge. 
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Figure 3. Timing of school transitions in relation to foster care 
episodes 

 

A considerable percentage (24%) of 
foster youth experienced a transition 
within 1 month after a foster care 
removal. These youth continued to 
experience relatively high mobility 1 
year after a removal, at which point 
more than 50% experienced a 
transition. 

In addition, 8% of foster youth 
experienced a school transition within 
1 month after a foster care discharge. 
By 1 year after a discharge, more than 
30% experienced a transition. 

 

 

Graduation rates varied more by number of school transitions than by number of placements 
The characteristics of youth foster care experiences varied widely among this cohort. While about 
32% of foster youth experienced a single foster care placement, a similar percentage (29%) 
experienced 4 or more placements. Student mobility rates were high regardless of the number of 
placements a youth had, and the number of school transitions generally increased as the number of 
placements increased. 

Graduation rates did not vary substantially as the number of placements increased (for those who 
experienced the same number of school transitions). For example, the graduation rate for youth with 1 
placement and 1 or 2 transitions is about the same as for youth with 4 or more placements and 1 or 2 
transitions. However, graduation rates were lower among youth who experienced more transitions, 
regardless of the number of placements. For example, the graduation rate for youth with 1 placement 
and 7 or more transitions was about 25 percentage points lower than for youth with 4 or more 
placements and 1 or 2 transitions (43% vs. 69%). Therefore, the number of school transitions a student 

The average age of first 
removal was 8 years and 
the average age of last 
discharge was 12 years. 
This means that the 
majority of students had 
more years of school after 
their final discharge than 
before their first removal. 

Figure 4. Cumulative percentage of students who 
transitioned after a foster care removal or discharge 
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OCID is led by the Center for Evidence-based Policy at Oregon Health & Science University. The Center helps federal, state, 
and local policymakers shape better decisions by providing them with objective, rigorously analyze information. 

experiences appears to be more closely tied to graduation rates than the number of foster care 
placements. 

As such, foster youth who experienced mobility had a graduation rate of 53%, compared with 75% for 
the relatively small number of foster youth who did not experience mobility. Of mobile foster youth, 
the group with 4 or more placements and 7 or more transitions was the largest (450 students) and had 
the lowest graduation rate (35%). 

Figure 5. Graduation rates of mobile foster care students by number of placements and transitions 

 

Conclusions 
Overall, research shows that student mobility may be disruptive for student educational success, 
health outcomes, and social development. This analysis revealed that youth who participated in the 
foster care system had high student mobility rates throughout their educational experience (both 
during and outside of foster care episodes), regardless of the number of foster care placements. This 
indicates there are other factors driving the high student mobility rates among this population than the 
foster care experience alone (for example, family instability, juvenile justice involvement, school 
discipline, disability status, deep poverty). Additionally, student mobility appears to be more closely 
tied to graduation rates than the number of foster care placements, and the 6% of foster youth who 
did not experience mobility had much higher graduation rates than the foster youth who did 
experience mobility. 
Foster youth are a highly complex population, and it is difficult to disentangle the effects of foster care 
involvement from the effects of other layered experiences and characteristics that are common among 
this population. Policymakers should consider the complexity of foster youth when designing policies 
and programs intended to improve their educational success. Specifically, policymakers may consider 
strategies to improve stability among this population and to target supports for those who do 
experience mobility, including youth who are no longer in foster care. See OCID Student Mobility and 
High School Graduation primary brief for examples of strategies for addressing student mobility. 

https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
https://www.ocid-cebp.org/student-mobility-and-high-school-graduation/
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