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Phila.

students

in ‘the
systems’

A survey finds 11in 5 city
high school students has

been involved with DHS

or criminal justice.

By Kristen A. Graham
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

One in five students sitting in a
Philadelphia high school class-
room today has been involved
with the city’s child welfare or ju-
venile justice systems, a stagger-
ing number for a school system
struggling to provide children
with the most basic services.

The data, not previously re-
leased or known, was disclosed
Tuesday as part of a report com-
piled by the Children’s Hospital
of Philadelphia’s policy lab on be-
Ralf of the city, School District,
and Department of Human Ser-
vices.

Outcomes for young people in-
volved with DHS and the juve-
nile justice system are sobering:
These children are more likely to
require special-education servic-
es and to repeat grades. They
have lower state test scores than
their peers and are more likely
to be chronically absent.

And they are concentrated in the
city schools most likely to struggle:
large, comprehensive high schools.

The report carries “pretty big
implications,” said Lori Shorr,
the city’s chief education officer.
“A public school system is only
as good as the outcomes it
achieves for its most vulnerable
students.”

The data were collected for the
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School Reform Commission,
which last year asked Shorr to
assemble a working group to get
a fix on a question that, surpris-
ingly, had never been answered:
How many Philadelphia School
_.See STUDENTS on A8
District students had ever
had contact with the child
welfare and juvenile jus-
tice systems?

Citywide, across all
grades, 17 percent of stu-
dents have been involved
with DHS or the juvenile
justice system, the Chil-
dren’s Hospital analysts
found. By high school, that
number grows to 20 per-
cent, and nearly half of all
district high schools have
more than 100 pupils or
more than 20 percent of
the student body involved
with DHS.

David Rubin, a Chil-
dren’s Hospital pediatri-
cian and codirector of its
policy lab, said he imag-
ined a typical high school
classroom, where perhaps
a dozen young people in a
class of 30 might have
complicated needs arising
from a life in foster care
or problems with the law.

“In a very challenging fi-
nancial environment, it
helps us understand what
these teachers face every
day,” Rubin said Tuesday
at a news conference at
district headquarters.

Students involved in the
DHS and juvenile justice
systems need social and
emotional supports often
in short supply or absent
in the city’s strapped pub-
lic schools, which often
lack full-time counselors,
nurses, psychologists, and
social workers.

Anne Marie Ambrose,
DHS commissioner, said
the report would help cut
through that.

“This is a guide for addi-
tional investments that DHS
is going to need to make in
classrooms,” she said. “We
have a tremendous amount
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of work to do.”

DHS had already placed
social workers in a few
schools and hopes to add
27 more throughout the
city, Ambrose said. The
agency has also had to
scramble to cover pro-
grams that had previously
been administered by dis-
trict staff, she said, includ-
ing a truancy program
that had been adminis-
tered by school employees
who have been laid off.

Superintendent William
R. Hite Jr. acknowledged
that the district’s resourc-
es may be limited — at his
suggestion, SRC members
recently refused to pass a
budget because they be-
lieve it does not contain
adequate funding to run
the school system — but
said that if necessary, fund-
ing must be reallocated.

Hite also stressed that
outside partners such as
DHS and the city will be
leaned on increasingly to
provide social and emo-
tional supports.

All students must have a
shot at success, Hite said,
“and that means all. It
doesn’t mean all except
those who have previous
involvement with DHS
and juvenile justice.”

The analysts found that

some DHS- and juvenile jus-
tice-involved students are
thriving, in many cases be-
cause they have found nich-
es at schools. One student
the researchers followed at-
tends a large comprehen-
sive high school but is in-
volved in an automotive
technology program, and an-
other finds meaning in a
dental-hygienist program at
another city school.

“We’ve got to figure out
how to make that happen
for more kids in more plac-
es,” Shorr said.

Roberta Trombetta, acting
chief executive of a charter
school in West Oak Lane for
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students in foster care,
praised the report and
agrees that those in the
child-welfare system need
additional support.

“I think it’s great they’re
shining a light on these is-
sues,” Trombetta said.

She said the report
should bolster the case of
her school — Arise Acade-
my Charter High School —
as it fights the SRC’s ef-
forts to close it on academ-
ic and financial grounds.

“This supports the work
we are doing,” Trombetta
said. “Kids in care need so-
cial, emotional, and behav-
ioral supports to move on,
and they need all the sys-
tems to come together.”

She said the students who
come to Arise for ninth
grade are far behind and
struggling and need extra
help that her small, special-
ized school provides.
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Inquirer staff writer Martha
Woodall contributed to this
article.
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DHS and Public Education

The policy lab at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia
conducted a survey of students in the Philadelphia School
District who have also been involved with the child welfare
or juvenile justice system or both.

All data are for the 2011-12 school year.

Involvement with DHS
Percentage of 3d, 7th, 9th, and 12th graders ever involved
with the Department of Human Services in all School

District of Philadelphia schools.

19.9 20.2
154
11.3%
Grade 3d 7th 9th 12th
1,852 2,380 3,693 3,699
students students students students

Special education for DHS-involved students

Percentage of students that received
special-education services.

B Ever involved with DHS

25 25
20% 20
13%
11
7th 9th

Grade 3d 12th

SOURCE: The policy lab at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia
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