Improving foster children’s school
achievements Promising results from a Swedish
intensive study
Eva Tideman, Bo Vinnerljung, Kristin Hintze and
Anna Aldenius Isaksson report on the results of a
Swedish project aimed at improving foster children’s
school achievements. Standardised psychological and
pedagogical instruments were used for assessing each
individual foster child’s potential, her or his educational
service needs, and for tailoring the individualised
educational and psychological support that was provided
for two years. After this period, the 25 children included in
the project were re-tested with the same instruments.
Post-intervention test results were compared to preintervention scores for assessing outcomes. Results
showed significant gains in IQ (as measured by WISC-III),
reading and spelling skills, but weaker, non-significant
improvements in maths skills.
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Introduction

For several decades, research from most
Western countries has consistently
reported that children in out-of-home
care tend to be low achievers in school
and are at high risk of entering adulthood with a low level of education (eg
Bohman and Sigvardsson, 1980a, b;
Festinger, 1983; Dumaret, 1985; Runyan
and Gould, 1985; Stein and Carey, 1987;
Barth, 1990; Weiner and Weiner, 1990;
Christoffersen, 1993; Veland, 1993;
Cheung and Heath, 1994; Cook, 1994;
Jackson, 1994; Cashmore and Paxman,
1996; Vinnerljung, 1996; Blome, 1997;
Courtney et al, 2001; Social Exclusion
Unit, 2003; Pecora et al, 2006; Egelund
et al, 2008; Clausen and Kristofersen,
2008).
Vinnerljung and colleagues (2005)
used Swedish register data for eight
national birth cohorts to examine the
educational attainments of over 31,000
former child welfare clients and almost
750,000 majority population peers.
Compared to majority population peers
with low-educated mothers (only compulsory schooling), young people who
had been in long-term stable foster care
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had a two-to three-fold elevated relative
risk of reaching adulthood with only a
compulsory education – after controlling
for influence of the birth mother’s
education. Majority population peers
with low-educated mothers were, at the
age of 25, between two and four times
more likely to have a post-secondary
education degree when compared to
former foster children who had been in
long-term care. A decade earlier, the
British researcher David Berridge had
concluded that the compensatory longterm effects of care on education
seemed, at best, to be neutral (Berridge,
1994, 1997). In a US doctoral dissertation, Deborah Matthews (1997) examined 293 children using various
standardised measurements and related
the results to the length of time spent in
out-of-home care. She found that reading achievement, mental development
and overall behaviour problems were
negatively correlated with the duration
of care, but found no association
between time in care and intelligence
scores or achievements in maths.
This large body of research is based
on cross-sectional data. We know less
about foster children’s progress − or its
absence − in school during their time in
care. The UK Social Exclusion Unit
(2003) found that the gap between
looked after children’s school achievements and that of their peers tended to
widen with age. However, it measured
educational outcomes for different age
groups at the same point in time. Studies
based on longitudinal designs show less
uniform results. Fanshel and Shinn’s
classic Children in Foster Care (1978)
found that foster children’s school
achievements actually deteriorated
during the first two-and-a-half years in
care, but improved during the subsequent 30 months. After Fanshel and
Shinn, several US longitudinal studies

employing matched comparison designs
concluded that out-of-home care does
not seem to facilitate children’s cognitive
or academic development (Berzin, 2008;
Berger et al, 2009; Stahmer et al, 2009;
cp. Doyle, 2007). In the UK, Heath and
associates (1994) followed 49 foster
children through three years of care and
reported a lack of educational progress
compared with national age standardised
norms, even for those who were in stable
long-term placements.
Poor academic performance in
primary school seems to be a robust
predictor for future psychosocial problems for all children and adolescents
(Jablonska et al, 2009; Vinnerljung et al,
2010). A series of recent national cohort
studies by Vinnerljung et al (2010)
showed that Swedish children who grow
up in foster care had substantially lower
performance in primary school than
their peers with similar cognitive ability.
Foster children in long-term care also
displayed higher risks (RR = 6–10) for
future suicide attempts, serious criminality, substance misuse, long-term dependence on public welfare and several
other negative outcomes. This increase
in risk was reduced by roughly half after
adjustment for school failure (cp.
Zingraff et al, 1994). Sonia Jackson in
the UK has for decades argued that poor
school performance and low education
are the strongest risk factors for looked
after children’s futures (Jackson, 1994).
The Swedish cohort studies strongly
support her hypothesis.
The dismal educational performance
of looked after children has been
explored in numerous UK studies during
the last two decades (see, for example,
Jackson, 2001; Jackson, 2007). But, in
spite of all these research efforts, there
are few examples of evaluated attempts
to do something about the problem, even
when using a wide definition of the
concept ‘evaluated’. The by-and-large
successful US ‘emancipation programmes’ include educational support,
but are limited to foster children in their
mid- to late teens (eg Montgomery et al,
2006).
We have come across only three

examples of interventions aimed at
primary school age foster children that
have been evaluated with regard to their
effects. In Olisa and colleagues’ pre-post
intervention study from London (undated report), ten foster children were
given extra literacy and numeracy training over a 20-week period outside of the
curriculum. Five children did not receive
any such interventions. All participants
were tested with standardised instruments for cognitive capacity and literacy/
numeracy skills at the start and at the
end of the project. The results suggested
that the training sessions had some
effects: the children who had received
extra training had made progress and
were catching up with their peers in
reading, spelling and maths.
A literacy-focused intervention in
Kent, UK, was evaluated by Wolfendale
and Bryans (2004). In this project, 58
foster children were provided with
books, a hand-held computer and other
tools to stimulate their interest in reading. A comparison of pre- and postscores on a standardised literacy test
showed significant gains in reading
accuracy, spelling and comprehension.
The intervention seemed most beneficial
for children with low pre-test scores. In
an ongoing Canadian randomised field
trial, foster carers were trained to be
adult tutors to their 77 foster children.
Recently reported results from the first
year follow-up are promising. Children
who had received foster carer tutoring
had significantly better results on several
measures of academic performance (eg
numeracy skills) than peers in the
control group (Flynn et al, 2010).
In this article, we report on the results
of a Swedish intensive project aimed at
improving foster children’s school
achievements. By employing standardised instruments for baseline and followup measurements, it shares some
common ground with Olisa et al and the
Kent studies. However, in this project
baseline test results were also used for
assessing individual potential and
educational service needs, and for
tailoring interventions to meet the needs
of individual children. After a two-year
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period, the same tests were used for
assessing post-intervention outcomes.
Method
Sample

The project was staged in Helsingborg, a
town in southern Sweden with about
125,000 inhabitants. We included all 30
children aged 7−11 in foster family care
whose placements were perceived by
case workers as likely to last another two
years. From this sample, we excluded
five children who either had been diagnosed with a neuropsychiatric disorder
or were placed in special education
schools due to very disruptive behaviour.
This left us with 25 children. Their
median time in care since birth was 3.5
years with a median of more than two
years in their present foster family.
Subsequently, the large majority of the
children can be characterised as placed
in long-term foster care. At the start of
the project, the children’s median age
was ten years. The majority were already
in care when they started primary school
(age 7). Compared to all children in
Swedish out-of-home care, the children
in the project were younger, as two out
of three children entering foster- or residential care are teenagers (Vinnerljung
et al, 2007).
Most children (13 of 23; data were
unavailable for two children) had experienced more than one placement in outof-home care since birth and ten out of
23 had been in three placements or
more. But most had experienced reasonably stable schooling. About two-thirds
had not changed school at all since they
started primary education or had
changed school only once; a third had
changed two or three times.
Design

At the start of the project (baseline/T1),
a psychologist assessed each child’s
cognitive ability. The results of the
cognitive tests were compared to results
on standardised tests for reading, spelling and numeracy, administered by a
special education teacher, and also to
achievements in school, as perceived and
46
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reported by the teachers. Standardised
tests were also used to assess baseline
psychological well-being and behaviour,
as well as child–teacher relations.
The psychologist and the special
education teacher were employed in the
project and henceforth became external
resource people for the schools. Both
had long experience in their fields and
were well suited to pursue the intentions
of the project. The psychologist worked
part time in the project but had a flexible
schedule and could adapt her working
hours to the needs of the children at their
respective schools.
The results of the tests were
communicated to the children, their
foster carers and teachers, and to the
case workers by the psychologist and the
special education teacher at meetings
with all parties present. This approach
was chosen in order to create a good
working relationship among all those
concerned, but also to demonstrate that
the child was not a person with problems
but rather a member of the team. Potential for school achievement, strengths
and obstacles were identified in cooperation with children, teachers and
carers, resulting in a written individualised plan (limited to one sheet of paper)
for each child, indicating his or her
needs for educational support and other
kinds of interventions (as described
below). During the 24 months’ intervention, the psychologist and the special
education teacher were key players, as
one fundamental principle of the project
was that they should constantly motivate
and tutor the teachers in how to assist
each child to attain the goals set. They
did less work on a one-to-one basis with
the children and worked mostly with and
through the teachers. Also, they closely
monitored the individual progress and
difficulties of each child, as perceived by
children and teachers. This information
was used in planned meetings every
three months, with all parties present.
This model made it possible to evaluate
continuously the interventions and
support provided. The head of each
school was also informed on a regular
basis about the progress of individual

children in order to enable her or him to
support the teachers.
Two years after the initial intervention,
all children were re-tested by the
psychologist and the special education
teacher with the same instruments as at
T1. Post-intervention test results (T2)
were compared to pre-intervention test
scores to assess the outcomes.
Psychological instruments

The psychological assessment was
performed using standardised psychological tests with adequate psychometric
properties. The WISC-III (Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children – third
edition, Wechsler, 1999) is an individually administered clinical instrument
for assessing intelligence among children aged six to 16. It provides standardised measures of a variety of abilities
that reflect different aspects of intelligence. The WISC-III consists of one
verbal and one performance scale, of
which each one comprises five regular
subtests as well as three optional subtests. Four factor-based index scores can
also be calculated (verbal comprehension, perceptual reasoning, freedom
from being easily distracted and processing speed). As children’s abilities
develop along many dimensions during
growth, the age norms are divided into
six-month intervals.
The VMI (Beery and Beery, 2004) is a
paper-and-pencil test that screens for
visual-motor deficits and helps to assess
the extent to which the child can integrate visual and motor abilities.
The Beck Young people Inventories
(Beck et al, 2004) consist of five selfreport scales assessing anxiety, depression, anger, disruptive behaviour and
self-concept among children and adolescents aged between seven and 18. Each
scale contains 20 statements about
thoughts, feelings and behaviours
associated with emotional and social
impairment. The respondent marks how
often each statement is true for him or
her (never/sometimes/often/ always).
The SDQ (Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire) (Goodman, 1997;
Smedje et al, 1999) is a short behav-

ioural questionnaire completed by
parents and teachers. It consists of 25
items divided into five scales: emotional
symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, peer relationship
problems and pro-social behaviour. Each
scale receives a score, each of which
then contributes to a total difficulties
score. There is also an impact supplement which asks the respondent whether
the young person displays problems, and
if so, further enquires about their
duration, distress, social impairment and
burden to others.
On a VAS-scale (Visual Analogue
Scale) (Badia et al, 1999), each child
and teacher separately rate their perception of the emotional quality of their
relationship on a scale of one to ten
(distance–closeness).
Pedagogical instruments

Standardised tests, frequently used in
Swedish schools, were selected for this
part of the project. In order to assess
potential reading skills, the test LetterWord Chains (Jacobson, 2004) was used,
as this test taps the child’s visual and
motor speed regarding recognition/
identification of letters and words. The
task is to separate as quickly as possible
letters or words that are written without
interspaces.
In order to assess reading speed, the
DLS Reading Speed Test (Jarpsten and
Taube, 1997) was used. The child is
asked to read silently a text in which
three words at certain intervals appear in
brackets. The task is to mark the word
which relates to the context. Spelling
skills were assessed by administrating
the DLS Spelling Test (Jarpsten, 1999),
whereby the child is asked to spell
correctly a total of 36 words of
increasing complexity.
To assess different aspects of numeracy skills and mathematical reasoning,
the Magne Maths Diagnostic Test
(Engstrom and Magne, 2003) was used,
in which a series of different calculation
problems of increasing difficulty have to
be solved.
In addition to these tests, classroom
observations of the relationship between
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the child and his or her main teacher, as
well as with peers, were carried out by
the special education teacher. She also
interviewed the main teacher regarding
the child’s ‘school competences’, such as
the ability to change topics, receive
guidance and control anger.
Outline of working model in the
project

The intervention started when the results
of the mapping of each child’s prerequisites were communicated to the
children, teachers and foster carers. In
order to adapt interventions to each
individual’s needs, potential for school
achievement, strengths and obstacles
were identified by all the parties,
resulting in a written individualised plan.
This consisted of specified educational
goals to be reached within a certain time
period, such as being able independently
to solve mathematical problems using all
four methods of calculation. Also
incorporated were the support needs of
each individual, the pedagogical methods to be used and what specific responsibility each party had in the process.
Children with the greatest needs,
detected in the initial assessments, were
initially offered separate sessions with
their teacher (who was tutored by the
special education teacher) for one-and-ahalf hours a day for eight weeks. This
procedure was chosen in order not to
stigmatise the children, which would
have been a risk had they been transferred to a special education class. Parallel
to this process, the special education
teacher sought to motivate the in-school
teachers into thinking, ‘I have not yet
found the right way to help this child,
but I am working on it’ in order to
encourage them to find the best way of
supporting each child to reach the
desired goals. Furthermore, the foster
carers were instructed in how to assist
the child with homework. The special
education teacher also inspired the
teachers to use new, validated teaching
methods (eg Chance, 2008).
The psychologist used the Caplan
consultee-centred consultation method,
emanating from the International Child
48
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Development Programme (Caplan and
Caplan, 1993), to give the teachers and
foster carers new tools to tackle the
children’s psychological problems.
Every three months or so, the psychologist and the special education teacher
visited the school in order to meet the
head, the respective teacher, the foster
carers and the child. The current situation was analysed, new goals were set
and a plan of how to reach them was
designed. In some cases, special computer programmes for improving reading
or maths skills were introduced to the
child. Each meeting ended with a mutual
decision regarding a date for the next.
Attrition

One child returned to the birth parents
during the two years of the project and
was unavailable for re-tests. The analyses comparing pre- and post-intervention
measures are therefore based on 24
children, but for two of them some data
were missing (see Table 3).
Statistical analysis

Differences in means between pre- and
post-intervention were examined with
T-tests. The sample was too small to
allow for multivariate analyses that
could explore the influence of background and mediating factors. All statistical analyses were performed in SPSS
16.0.
Results

In accordance with the project design,
the results are presented in the following
order (see Tables 1, 2 and 3): first, the
results from psychological instruments
(ie cognitive test results); second, results
regarding psychological well-being; and
third, the child–teacher relationship.
After that, the results from the reading,
spelling and numeracy tests are summarised. Under each heading, results
from the baseline assessment (T1) are
compared with those post-intervention
(T2).
Psychological instruments

At baseline (T1), all children scored
within the normal range on the WISC-III

Total IQ scales (range 73−115, mean
94.4, median 95.0), except for two who
scored below this (see Table 1). Results
were similar for the Verbal IQ-scale
(range 79−116, mean 96.6, median 95.0)
and for the Performance IQ-scale (range
67−121, mean 93.2, median 91.5). All in
all, the foster children scores were
moderately, but significantly, below
average compared to age standardised
norms. Two years later, when all children
were re-tested with the same instruments
(T2), the total IQ scales ranged from 80
to 124 (mean 100.1 and median 101.0).
These changes were highly significant
(p<0.001). More than half of the children showed a marked improvement in
their cognitive functions, including the
five children with the lowest scores at
T1. At T2 all these children performed
within the normal IQ range. In addition,
several of the best performers at T1
showed improvements at T2. No tendency of regression towards the mean was
found.
The improved test scores on the
WISC-III total scale were equally distributed between the Verbal and the
Performance scales, but the improvement on the Performance scale was
stronger (p<0.01) than on the Verbal
scale (p<0.05). On the Verbal scale, five
out of the six pupils with lowest performance at T1 had improved their
results at T2. As perceptual speed is an
important ability in the learning process,
it was satisfying to note that the results

on this scale had improved significantly
at T2 (Table 1).
Results from the VMI-test were at T1,
all within the normal range (not shown
in tables), and yielded no signs of
specific visual-perceptual disabilities.
This test was therefore not used at
follow-up (T2).
At T1, scores from the Beck Youth
Inventories scales showed, somewhat
surprisingly, that most of the children
scored within the normal range, only
four being above a clinical cut-off on
every sub-scale. At T2, a small but not
significant portion of the children
showed increased ratings, indicating
some degree of emotional and/or social
impairment (not shown in tables). In a
normal group, the expected incidence of
this type of impairment would be 25 per
cent of the group (Beck et al, 2004),
roughly the same as in the study sample.
At T1, both the foster carers and the
teachers rated the children low on the
four problem scales of the SDQ (see
Table 2). In fact, the ratings were similar
to the total mean scores of the scores
found in the general populations in
Sweden and the UK (Smedje et al, 1999;
Meltzer et al, 2000). On the fifth scale,
measuring pro-social behaviour, ratings
from both foster carers and teachers
were remarkably high, indicating that
most children’s behaviour was good. At
T2, the ratings of the foster carers and
teachers on the four problem scales of
the SDQ remained the same (Table 2),

Table 1
WISC-III at pre-intervention (T1) and post-intervention (T2) 24 months later, and comparisons of T1/T2,
n = 24
T1
WISC III IQ/index scales
(Mean = 100, S.D. = 15)

T2

T-test (T1/T2)

Mean

S.D.

Mean

Verbal

96.6

10.1

100.8

12.3

*

Performance

93.2

14.2

99.0

13.1

**

Total

94.4

11.9

100.1

12.6

***

Verbal comprehension

97.3

8.9

103.3

13.7

**

Perceptual reasoning

93.2

13.0

97.9

13.0

*

Freedom from distractability

96.1

12.0

95.8

12.4

n.s.

Perceptual speed

92.3

14.8

101.0

15.3

**

* p<0.05

** p<0.01

*** p<0.001

S.D.

p

n.s. = non-significant result
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Table 2
SDQ parent and teacher ratings at pre-intervention (T1) and post-intervention (T2) 24 months later, and
comparisons of T1/T2, n = 24
SDQ

T1

T2

T-test (T1/T2)

Mean

S.D.

Mean

S.D.

p

Total difficulties score

8.33

6.43

8.71

6.42

n.s.

Emotional symptoms

1.40

1.58

1.67

2.26

n.s.

Conduct problems

1.44

1.61

1.54

1.61

n.s.

Hyperactivity/inattention

3.88

3.06

4.33

2.94

n.s.

Peer relationship problems

1.56

1.71

1.17

1.95

n.s.

Pro-social behaviour

7.33

2.26

7.67

2.46

n.s.

Total difficulties score

7.52

6.52

6.52

4.23

n.s.

Emotional symptoms

0.96

1.30

1.17

1.56

n.s.

Conduct problems

1.35

2.29

1.30

1.64

n.s.

Parent ratings

Teacher ratings

Hyperactivity/inattention

3.87

3.43

3.52

2.73

n.s.

Peer relationship problems

1.52

1.56

0.52

0.85

**

Pro-social behaviour

6.83

3.00

7.52

2.15

n.s.

**p<0.01; n.s. = non-significant result
Table 3
Age standardised pedagogical tests at pre-intervention (T1) and post-intervention (T2) 24 months later, and
comparisons of T1/T2
Test

n

Stanine scale,
Mean = 5, S.D. = 2

T1

T2

T-test (T1/T2)

Mean

S.D.

Mean

S.D.

p

Reading skills Letter-Word Chains

221

3.9

2.2

4.8

1.6

*

DLS reading speed

112

4.1

1.4

5.2

1.9

*

DLS spelling skills

24

5.1

1.6

5.8

1.8

*

Magne Maths Diagnostic Test

24

4.1

2.1

4.2

2.1

n.s.

1

22 children had reached the lowest age at which this test is applicable, according to the manual.

2

11 children had reached the lowest age at which this test is applicable, according to the manual.

3

2 children were not available for testing at T1, consequently their results at T2 were excluded.

*p<0.05; n.s. = non-significant result

with the exception of peer relationship
problems where significant improvement was found (see Table 2).
Assessments of the interpersonal
relation on a VAS-scale (1−10 distance−
closeness) between the child and his or
her main teacher at T1 showed that the
children scored highly (mean 8.4, range
3−10; not shown in tables), with the
teachers’ assessments of their relationship to the pupils only slightly lower
(mean 6.9, range 2−8).
At T2, the positive ratings continued.
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The pupils still scored highly (mean 8.3,
range 3−10), as did their teachers (mean
7.3, range 1−10), in spite of the fact that
for ten pupils a new teacher had taken
over their class (not shown in tables).
Pedagogical instruments

When comparing individual results on
the cognitive tests with those of the
reading skills tests and the maths test at
T1, the majority (around 75%) were
clearly below what could be expected
from their cognitive competence, as

assessed with WISC-III. This discrepancy was reduced at T2. As shown in
Table 3, both the results for reading
skills (Letter-Word Chains) and the
speed of reading (DLS) significantly
improved (p<0.05), including for the 11
pupils who had the lowest result at T1.
This positive trend was also found in
relation to spelling skills. Nine pupils
had clearly improved their results on the
Figure 1
Reading skills at T1/T2 for the 11 index-children with the
lowest results at T1

Special interventions

9
8
7

Stanine

6
5
4
3
2
1
1

2

3

T1

4

5

6
7
Children

8

9

10

DSL Spelling Test at T2 compared to T1
(Table 3 and Figure 1).
The pupils’ results on the Magnes
Maths diagnostic test also improved over
time. At T1, ten pupils scored very low,
ten pupils were in the average range and
two scored high. The mean for the whole
group tended to rise from T1 to T2.
However, the difference did not reach a
significant level (see Table 3), although
seven out of the ten pupils scoring very
low results at T1 had improved their
results markedly, as shown in Figure 2.

11

In addition to all this testing and support, some children received specialised
interventions. The special education
teacher identified five children as
showing signs of having visual defects.
Consequently, these children were tested
and all provided with spectacles. Four
children were given individual help to
improve their homework, eight were
counselled by the school psychologist in
order to improve their social interaction
skills and, in five cases, both foster
carers and teachers were given
counselling by the project psychologist,
aimed at strengthening their ability to
handle the child’s difficult behaviour.

T2

Discussion
Figure 2
Maths skills at T1/T2 for the 10 index-children with the lowest
results at T1
9
8
7

Stanine

6
5
4
3
2
1
1

2
T1

3

4
T2

5

6
7
Children

8

9

10

In this project, a battery of standardised
tests was used to map each child’s
potential, strengths and difficulties at
school. The assessment tools provided a
base for the clinical work of the psychologist and the special education teacher.
The test results enabled them to work
with each child’s teacher, foster carers
and the child him or herself when
tailoring individual support and when
accessing special education support − in
theory, available to all children but never
systematically used for those in foster
care.
After two years, the young participants had significantly improved their
average scores on the IQ-tests on reading and on spelling tests, while
improvements in their numeracy skills
were weaker. During the early school
years children are mostly taught how to
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read. Later, they are supposed to transfer
from ‘learning to read’ towards ‘reading
to learn’. Therefore, the significantly
improved reading speed at T2 in the
group is an important part of the results,
being a favourable prognostic indicator
for future school performance. All in all,
the results of the project are hopeful,
even though the study design does not
allow any conclusions about causality.
Yet a fundamental question remains:
Why did so many of the foster children
perform below their potential at the start
of the project when the results on the
SDQ clearly indicate that they did not
have excessive behavioural or psychological problems? The conclusion from the
project is simple: the reason was gaps in
knowledge, often accumulated over
several years. For the project, this was
good news. Lack of basic cognitive
abilities are very difficult to repair, as
are psychological traumas or learning
difficulties caused by early childhood
neglect or abuse (Lansford et al, 2002;
Boden et al, 2007; Stone, 2007). But
gaps in knowledge can be filled through
educational support and targeting the
children and their carers (Durlak, 1997;
Ferrer-Wreder et al, 2004). Interestingly,
the interventions also seem to have
enhanced the foster children’s capacity
to engage socially, as their peer relations
in school had significantly improved by
the time of follow-up.
The story of mathematics is different.
Weak improvements for the foster children indicate that stronger interventions
than those available in this project are
necessary. Given the strong predictive
power of early numeracy skills for future
school achievements (Duncan et al,
2008), our results point in the same
direction as the conclusions from several
US early developmental programmes:
namely that numeracy and literacy
training for vulnerable children should
be promoted at an early age (Currie,
2000; Duncan et al, 2008; Manning et
al, 2010).
The process by which the psychologist
and the special education teacher told
the foster carers and teachers that the
child had normal cognitive ability and
52
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had the potential to profit from the
education in school became an unexpected salutogenic element of the intervention (Antonovsky, 1988). Many
foster carers and teachers had low − or
even pessimistic − expectations of the
foster child’s school performance at the
start of the project. Before the assessments were done, no less than six of the
25 project children were assumed by
their foster carers and teachers to have a
very low cognitive capacity or even a
learning disability. When the assessments proved that these children
performed cognitively within the normal
span, the expectations of both foster
carers and teachers radically changed,
making them more optimistic about the
child’s capability to do reasonably well
in school (Rosenthal and Jacobson,
1992; Caplan and Caplan, 1993).
The acquisition of basic knowledge in
reading, spelling and maths is a prerequisite for further learning (eg Barber
and Mourshed, 2007) and therefore a
strong predictor of reasonable success in
school. As demonstrated in this study,
filling knowledge gaps through educational support for foster children helps
them to achieve scholastic goals, thereby
improving their future prospects.
School performance is of course
influenced by many factors − individual
(eg cognitive capacity), familial (eg
support at home) and school related (eg
the competence of the teachers; see
Hattie, 2009). A report from a Swedish
longitudinal research project sends an
alarming signal with regard to the
education of looked after children.
Children’s peer status in primary school
was found to be strongly related to
future educational outcomes, more or
less independently of socio-economic
background (Almquist et al, 2010). In
addition, a Danish national cohort study
reported that children in care had threefold augmented risks for being victims
of bullying (a strong indicator of poor
peer status), even when possible confounding variables, including experience
of different types of maltreatment, were
taken into account (Christoffersen,
2010). Like Jackson (2007), we disagree

with those who claim that we can expect
little from these children, considering
their damaging early childhood experiences (eg Berridge, 2007).

(Quotation from a child in the project,
who shortly afterwards started for the
first time to get good grades in maths
tests)

Methodological issues

Before the project, another child was
believed by the foster carers, the case
worker and the teacher to have learning
disabilities but scored high average in
the WISC-III pre-intervention test. This
was a shocking revelation for the foster
carers, who radically changed their
attitude to the child’s future prospects.
Finally, the relatively short follow-up
time is also a limitation. We do not know
whether these results are sustained over
the teenage years, a troubled time in
school for many children. The project is
now a part of the regular child welfare
services in Helsingborg, and has been
extended to older children. It is hoped
that new follow-ups and replications can
shed light on this question.

There are three obvious limitations of
this study. The first is the small (and
geographically selected) sample. Successful replications in other locations are
needed before we can generalise the
results. The small sample size also prevented us from analysing confounding
and mediating factors. At present
(spring 2011), the project is being
replicated in Norrkoping, a town of
similar size to Helsingborg. Several
other local authorities in Sweden are
planning to follow and the project will
also be carried out in Norway.
The second is that the pre-post intervention design does not enable us to
infer any causal conclusions about
effects of the intervention. However,
since most other studies have failed to
detect positive development of cognitive
and academic performance in looked
after children, the results suggest that the
project has made a difference. At the
start, we concluded that there were
considerable ethical problems linked to a
traditional randomised controlled trial
(RCT). It seems – in our opinion –
hardly defendable to stage a clinical
situation where assessment results would
not be communicated to case workers
and teachers, and not used for improving
the children’s school situation with
regular services. This project was not
based on new untested methods; it was
founded mainly on a model for systematic assessment to help children access
services which are already available but
not used systematically for foster children. These are services which the
children, by law, have a right to receive.
Some children in the project also seem
to have benefited from simply having
the test results communicated to them:
What? Is my intelligence normal? Even
better than normal? God, they have
always told me that I am stupid . . .

Conclusions

Standardised tests of foster children’s
cognitive ability, reading, spelling and
numeracy skills seem to provide a sound
base for tailoring individualised support
for foster children in school, probably
far more than unstructured assessments
by teachers and social workers. The
results further suggest that the poor
educational performances of foster
children can be improved through
systematic work by foster care agencies
and schools. This is a hopeful message.
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