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Ensuring Success in School Task Force 
Final Report to the Illinois General Assembly 

Call to Action  
 
Public Act 95-0558, enacted into law in 2007, required the Illinois State Board of Education to 
create the Ensuring Success in School Task Force.1 This state-mandated task force was charged 
with developing policies, procedures, and protocols to be adopted by school districts for 
addressing the educational and related needs of elementary and secondary students who are 
parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence to ensure their ability to 
stay in school, stay safe while in school, and successfully complete their education. 
 
The duties of the Task Force include 

 examining thoroughly the barriers to school attendance, safety, and completion for 
children and youths who are parents, expectant parents, or victims of domestic or 
sexual violence; 

 researching and identifying effective policies, protocols, and programs in Illinois and 
elsewhere; 

 conducting meetings and public hearings in geographically diverse locations 
throughout Illinois to ensure the maximum input from area advocates and service 
providers, from local education agencies, and from children and youths and their 
parents or guardians; 

 establishing and adhering to procedures and protocols to allow individuals to 
participate in the Task Force anonymously and confidentially; 

 inviting the testimony of and conferring with experts on relevant topics; and 
 submitting a report of the Task Force’s findings on best practices and policies to the 

General Assembly. 
 
Task Force Members 
 

 Rep. Karen A. Yarbrough (Task Force Co-Chair) 
 Dr. Sonya L. Whitaker, Educator (Task Force Co-Chair) 
 Sen. Pamela J. Althoff 
 Sen. Iris Y. Martinez 
 Rep. Rosemary Mulligan 
 Jacqueline A. Ferguson, Illinois Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
 Sandy Brown-Winner, Quincy Area Network Against Domestic Abuse 
 Denyse Snyder, Illinois Coalition Against Sexual Assault 
 Kathy Kempke, YWCA of Metropolitan Chicago West Suburban Center 
 Adam Avrushin, Chicago Child Care Society 
 Mary Bragg, School Social Worker, Champaign 
 Dr. Michael Schneider, School Psychologist, Quincy 
 Dr. Duncan Sylvester, School Counselor, Quincy 
 Lynn Kearney, Harlem Federation of Teachers, IFT 
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 Keisha Williams, Elgin Teachers Association, IEA 
 Cynthia S. Woods, Illinois Association of School Boards 
 Dr. Robert Machak, Principal, Northbrook 
 Brian Samuels, Chicago Public Schools 
 Mike Rohling, Southern Illinois Regional Social Services Inc. 
 Wendy Pollack, Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law 
 Scott Rigg, Educational Support Program High School, Jacksonville 
 JoLynn Tappe, Adams/Pike Regional Office of Prevention Effectiveness Services 
 Dr. Rosella Wamser, St. Clair Regional Office of Education 
 Student 
 Student 
 Dr. Linda L. Tomlinson, Assistant Superintendent, Illinois State Board of Education 
 Doris Garrett, Illinois Department of Human Services, Bureau of Domestic and Sexual 

Violence Prevention 
 Jaci Vaughn, Illinois Department of Healthcare and Family Services, Division of Medical 

Programs 
 Cynthia Moreno, Illinois Department of Children & Family Services, Service 

Intervention 
 Lynda Dautenhahn, Illinois Department of Public Health, Office of Health Promotion 

 

Methodology 
 
The Task Force held member meetings, often inviting experts to present relevant research and 
existing initiatives, and public hearings across Illinois to convene students, parents, advocates, 
educators, service providers, and legislators to discuss challenges faced by students who are 
parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence and develop policies that 
will help these students so that they stay in school, stay safe while in school, and complete their 
education. The Task Force collected written testimony as well as oral testimony heard at the 
public hearings. 
 
The Task Force’s findings and recommendations are informed by the data gathered from the 
expert presentations, public testimony, and a review of literature and other states’ statutes. From 
around the state individuals who submitted public testimony were parenting adolescent students, 
student survivors of domestic or sexual violence, students’ parents, service providers, counselors, 
advocates, and school personnel. 
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Task Force Public Hearings 
 
Date         City                         Location 
June 23, 2008 Quincy Baldwin Intermediate School 

3000 Main St. 
Quincy, IL 62301 

August 6, 2008 Elgin South Elgin High School 
760 East Main St. 
South Elgin, IL 60177 

September 11, 2008 Springfield Springfield High School 
101 South Lewis St. 
Springfield, IL 62704 

October 14, 2008 Mount Vernon Mount Vernon High School 
320 South 7th St. 
Mount Vernon, IL 62864 

February 2, 2009 Chicago Chicago Foundation for 
Women 
1 East Wacker Dr. 
Chicago, IL 60601 

 
 

Addressing the Problem 
 
Young people who are parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence 
face unique challenges as they try to meet school obligations while coping with pregnancy and 
parenting responsibilities or the stresses related to domestic and sexual violence—challenges that 
often interfere with their ability to have an education and reach their potential for educational 
development through the secondary level. With growing concern over the dropout and push-out 
crisis in Illinois, the Ensuring Success in School Task Force is focused on these factors that 
contribute to this crisis, but receive insufficient attention and disproportionately, though by no 
means exclusively, affect girls and young women.  
 
Testimony collected by the Task Force from across Illinois indicates that students in our state are 
struggling to stay in school and maintain their safety both in the classroom and as they travel to 
and from school. Too often they face harassment, ridicule, and threats from peers and sometimes 
even school staff members when personal information about their situation is not kept 
confidential. And they encounter teachers, school officials, and administrators who fail to 
recognize their needs, to refer them to appropriate services and agencies, or to accommodate 
them in the classroom. Central to any effort to improve school protocol surrounding the needs of 
students who are parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence is 
prioritizing student safety and confidentiality.  
 
Because these students have historically been stigmatized and discriminated against, Illinois 
policymakers and school staff members must understand and be sensitive to these children and 
youths’ needs. Many of these students—and their parents—who would prefer to stay in school 
find that they are unable to and are pushed out or forced out because attending school has 
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become too difficult or unsafe. Some of these students find alternative programs to attend, others 
are forced into involuntary homeschooling, while others remain disconnected and do not 
complete their education. Ensuring that these students are treated with dignity and accorded the 
same rights and opportunities as their fellow students is fundamental to improving their chances 
of success in school and in their future lives.  
 
Although there are federal and state laws that aim to safeguard the educational rights of students, 
these laws have not been effective in stemming the school dropout and push-out problem among 
children and youths who are expectant parents, parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual 
violence in Illinois. At the federal level, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits 
discrimination in education on the basis of sex, including a ban on discrimination on the basis of 
marital or parental status. However, to our knowledge, courts have never interpreted Title IX and 
its regulations as requiring schools to offer specific protection or accommodations for survivors 
of domestic or sexual violence outside the school-based sexual harassment context.2 The 
Constitution of the State of Illinois establishes the right to free public education through the 
secondary level for all people, states as a fundamental goal the educational development of all 
persons to the limits of their capacities, and prohibits discrimination in education on the basis of 
sex.3 Moreover, Illinois law mandates that “[n]o student shall be refused admission into or be 
excluded from any course of instruction offered in the common schools by reason of that 
person’s sex.”4 Sex equity regulations in Illinois further clarify that “[n]o student shall be 
discriminated against because of his or her actual or potential marital or parental status,” and 
“[n]o student shall be subjected to sexual intimidation or harassment by any school employee, by 
other students, or by the effect of any school policy or practice.”5 The issues central to this 
report—such as safety, nondiscrimination, and equal access to education—not only are required 
by federal law, state law, and the Illinois Constitution but also are central to the mission and 
goals of the Illinois State Board of Education.6 Despite this strong language in federal and state 
law, in Illinois students who are expectant and parenting and students who are survivors of 
domestic or sexual violence struggle to remain in school. These students need legal protections 
that specifically recognize their right to attend school and complete their education in a safe and 
encouraging learning environment. 
 
As concern grows over the dropout crisis in Illinois, there is growing interest in the causes, such 
as the violence in our schools and on our streets, and the detrimental effect it has on the 
education of all children and youths. However, there has been little focus on domestic violence, 
sexual violence, and adolescent pregnancy and parenting issues that have particularly contributed 
to the academic failure of young women and girls. The Ensuring Success in School Task Force 
was created to help begin rectifying that omission. 
 
The policy and procedural recommendations presented in this report offer strategies and 
solutions to issues that schools are already required to address. Task Force members are keenly 
aware of the difficult fiscal posture of our state, school districts, and human service providers. 
Many of the strategies and solutions offered can be accomplished at low or no cost; and, for the 
others, what is important is to begin taking the steps needed for proper implementation. 
 

 



5 
 

Developing Effective Responses to Meet Student Needs  
 
While the state is taking some action to address the educational barriers faced by students who 
are parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence, the Task Force’s 
findings indicate that these students need more resources and services than they are currently 
receiving to help them remain in school, stay safe, and succeed. However, greater funding for 
programs and services is not the only factor that will begin to ensure that these students have the 
opportunity to succeed in school. School districts must start to meet this chronic need effectively 
by immediately and efficiently redirecting their existing resources and establishing policies that 
recognize and are sensitive to the unique circumstances of this student population.  
 
Ultimately the Task Force found that ad hoc approaches to the issues facing this student 
population are problematic: while some school districts are handling these issues in a sensitive 
manner, others are isolating students and unjustly preventing them from attaining their 
educational goals. In many stories heard by the Task Force, what determined whether the student 
was able to remain in school were the actions of a single school official or administrator. Clear, 
written policies and procedures should be implemented in all school districts to ensure that this 
student population is consistently treated in a fair manner.  
 
Changes in law, policies, and procedures are needed to require schools to take proactive steps to 
support these students: intervening before these children and youths drop out is the most 
effective strategy to increase educational outcomes and promote healthy development. Actively 
supporting student success and personal development in our state’s education system, and 
specifically in young women and girls’ advancement throughout the system, is necessary to 
ensure equal opportunity for all students.7 
 

Common Themes Heard at Task Force Public Hearings 
 
At the public hearings the Task Force received testimony from students, parents of students, 
school personnel and administration, service providers, counselors, school nurses, social 
workers, advocates, and others concerned with supporting elementary and secondary school 
students who are parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence. The 
following list of topics heard at the public hearings is an overview of common problems, 
challenges, and concerns heard across the state: 
 

 No integration of services among school districts and service providers in the community. 
 The insufficiency of ad hoc responses to problems faced by this population of students 

and the lack of consistent and appropriate responses through written policies. 
 The prevalence of homelessness among this population of students, and the need for 

schools to conduct better outreach and provide enhanced services to ensure that homeless 
students’ rights under the McKinney-Vento Act, the Illinois Education for Homeless 
Children Act, and the Illinois State Board of Education policy on homeless education are 
upheld. 

 The absence of a “go-to” staff member at each school who is trained (though not 
necessarily to the extent of being an expert) in issues facing survivors of violence or 
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parents or expectant parents among this population of students, who could give 
information and referrals to appropriate school- and community-based services, and who 
could educate students about their rights, including confidentiality policies. 

 The lack of sufficient state and local funding to ensure that programs providing services 
to this population of students have the resources they need to be effective. 

 School staff and administration have not received enhanced training on how to address 
the educational and related needs of this population of students in a sensitive manner, 
including training related to  

o issues of mandated reporting; 
o respecting student confidentiality and recognizing that students may not be able to 

inform their parents about their situation due to security concerns; 
o understanding the implications of and taking action to implement orders of 

protection and civil no-contact orders; 
o how to respond to student disclosures about being an expectant parent or survivor 

of domestic or sexual violence; 
o the impact of domestic, sexual, and teen dating violence on child and youth 

development and school performance; 
o cultural sensitivity training on issues of domestic and sexual violence and 

adolescent childbearing; and 
o overcoming language barriers to ensure student safety and well-being. 

 Difficulties faced by counselors where school administrators refuse to provide private 
and confidential space for counseling sessions. 

 Schools not respecting community-based social workers’ and counselors’ confidentiality 
requirements (i.e., pressuring them to reveal information about the students’ counseling 
sessions or records). 

 School administrators and teachers who disregard student survivors’ confidentiality and 
healing process and require survivors to recount their experiences of violence repeatedly 
to school officials and teachers or testify at public school board meetings. 

 In situations where a student who is a survivor of domestic or sexual violence attends the 
same school as the perpetrator, problems with schools addressing the accommodation 
needs of the survivor by placing the burden of change on the survivor rather than the 
perpetrator (i.e., requiring that the survivor change buses, classes, extracurricular 
activities). 

 In cases where a survivor of domestic or sexual violence attends the same school as the 
perpetrator, the problem of schools relying on the findings of law enforcement and 
criminal and civil court to determine what action to take or whether action should be 
taken regarding school discipline for the perpetrator. 

 In cases where survivors of domestic or sexual violence had engaged in some conduct 
that violated school policy (i.e., underage drinking or leaving school without permission) 
prior to the violence, problems with schools then punishing the survivors for their 
behavior, thereby reinforcing the shame and self-blame experienced by many survivors. 

 The absence of schoolwide bullying prevention programs and education on domestic and 
sexual violence prevention. 

 For students who are survivors of domestic or sexual violence, the lack of 
accommodations such as 
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o excused absences—due to court visits, medical appointments, and counseling, 
among other reasons—when the student must miss school to take care of matters 
related to the domestic or sexual violence; 

o allowing immediate school transfers for health and safety concerns; 
o allowing changes in school schedules, classes, lockers; 
o alternative learning environments including homebound instruction, local 

community colleges, and Internet courses; 
o providing tutoring services and allowing students to make up missed schoolwork; 
o safety planning; 
o recognizing and implementing orders of protection and civil no-contact orders; 

and 
o appropriate referrals to community-based service providers. 

 For expectant and parenting students, the lack of accommodations such as 
o child care on school campus; 
o home visitation programs; 
o transportation to school, child care provider, medical provider; 
o alternative learning programs such as homebound instruction, local community 

colleges, and Internet courses; 
o assistance in securing income supports and health care; 
o excused absences when the student must miss school to take care of parenting 

responsibilities; 
o providing tutoring services and allowing students to make up missed schoolwork; 
o allowing school transfers to lessen the student’s burden of commuting between 

child care and school; 
o allowing pregnant students food and drink in class, a permanent hall pass for 

frequent bathroom trips, larger desks, excuse from strenuous activities (e.g., 
physical education), flexibility in dress code, parenting classes, and support 
groups; 

o flexible ways to return to school after childbirth and complete graduation 
requirements; and 

o appropriate referrals to community-based service providers. 
 The failure of schools to recognize homebound instruction as an essential 

accommodation, but not the only feasible option for this population of students and not a 
rationalization for refusing to make appropriate in-school accommodations. 

 The lack of support for young fathers and expectant fathers, who also need 
accommodations and encouragement to take an active prenatal and parenting role 
whenever possible. 

 Missed class time for students who have to travel off-site to access services, such as 
domestic violence counseling, at schools that do not have adequate counseling services or 
do not connect students with providers who could come to the school and minimize 
missed class time. 

 Barriers to education, such barriers including violence at school and home, bullying, and 
homelessness, especially faced by lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and 
questioning children and youths. 

 Addressing the major costs associated with school transfers and the need for tuition 
reciprocity and transportation assistance in situations of out-of-district transfers. 



8 
 

 The prevalence of poverty among this population of students and the unwelcoming nature 
of the school environment, which does little to ensure that students affected by poverty 
are able to remain in school. 

 

Presenters at Task Force Meetings 
 
Besides conducting public hearings, the Task Force convened a number of times to hear from 
experts about relevant research and existing initiatives.  
 
On August 11, 2008, the Task Force heard from the Illinois Department of Human Services’ 
Division of Community Health and Prevention about the department’s existing programs and 
services that support the goals of the Ensuring Success in School Task Force. Among the 
program areas presented were 
 

 domestic and sexual violence (Domestic Violence Victims Services, Sexual Assault 
Prevention, Partner Abuse Intervention Program);  

 expectant and parenting teens (Teen Parent Services, the Responsible Parenting program, 
the Parents Too Soon program);  

 teen pregnancy prevention (the Teen Pregnancy Prevention program, the Family Planning 
program);  

 primary prevention in youth services (the Teen REACH program, Community Youth 
Services, the Substance Abuse Prevention program);  

 crisis intervention in youth services (the Homeless Youth program, Comprehensive 
Community-Based Youth Services); and 

 parenting and education (Healthy Families Illinois, Illinois Fatherhood Initiative), and 
school health centers.  

 
On September 8, 2008, the Task Force heard from Anne Studzinski, Colette Lueck, and Gene 
Griffin, members of the Illinois Childhood Trauma Coalition. Lueck, who is managing director 
of the Illinois Children’s Mental Health Partnership (ICMHP), and Griffin, who is an assistant 
professor of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Northwestern University and clinical director 
of the Illinois Childhood Trauma Coalition, presented about the dynamics of trauma from the 
perspective of the victim. Lueck discussed ICMHP’s work with the Illinois State Board of 
Education to enhance mental health initiatives in school, including implementation of Social 
Emotional Learning Standards, expansion of the Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
program, and development of guidelines for school-community partnerships to promote access to 
appropriate services for optimal social and emotional development of children and youths. The 
presenters also spoke of the importance of promoting awareness of the need for prevention, early 
identification, and treatment of childhood trauma.  
 
On October 6, 2008, the Task Force heard from Angie Kennedy, assistant professor of social 
work at Michigan State University, about her research on adolescent mothers’ exposure to 
multiple forms of violence, including community violence, witnessed parental violence, physical 
abuse within the family, and partner violence. Kennedy also discussed the relationship between 
cumulative violence exposure and school outcomes for adolescent mothers.  
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Section 1: Consequences of the High School Dropout Crisis 
 

 Illinois State Board of Education data show that Illinois high school girls had a 
graduation rate of 89.7 percent and high school boys a graduation rate of 84.5 percent in 
the 2008–2009 school year.8  

 The Cumulative Promotion Index (CPI), which measures the probability that a freshman 
will graduate from high school in four years, was 74 percent in Illinois in 2008.  

 The CPI also reveals gaps by race and gender: 84.5 percent of white female students and 
85.5 percent of Asian female students, but only 62.4 percent of Hispanic female students 
and 58.1 percent of black female students, were expected in 2006 to graduate within four 
years. Similarly for males, 80.6 percent of whites and 86.2 percent of Asians, while only 
49.4 percent of Hispanic and 43.3 percent of black male students, were expected to 
graduate.9 

 In the 2008–2009 school year, 241 girls and 726 boys in Illinois were expelled from 
grades K–12. This is down from 684 girls and 2,334 boys in the 2007–2008 school year, 
and 1,006 girls and 2,445 boys in the 2006–2007 school year—a positive trend.10  

 
 
High school completion is vital to an individual’s ability to become an economically and socially 
secure and independent adult. While high school dropout and graduation rates and the 
methodologies used to calculate them vary among states and among researchers, concern is 
widespread about the difficulties faced by high school dropouts.11 The lack of a high school 
diploma limits dropouts’ opportunities to advance in their careers, earn a living wage, and 
achieve economic stability. Given that, out of any educational grouping, households headed by 
someone without a high school diploma are at the greatest risk of becoming poor, what is 
imperative is to promote high school completion for all Illinois youths.12  
 
One in four girls in the United States does not graduate with a regular high school diploma in the 
standard, four-year period.13 However, the numbers are even worse for girls of color: half of 
Native American female students, four in ten black female students, and nearly four in ten 
Hispanic female students drop out of high school.14 In Illinois the most recent U.S. Census 
Bureau data show that 13.67 percent of younger adult women 18 to 24 and 17.68 percent of men 
in the same age group do not have high school diplomas.15  
 
The high school dropout crisis has grave consequences at both private and public levels. The 
causal link between education and earned income is well documented in economics research: 
failure to graduate from high school translates into lower lifetime earnings and other reduced 
sources of market incomes. In turn, high school dropouts will impose a net fiscal burden on the 
rest of society because they will contribute far less in federal, state, and local taxes than they will 
receive in cash benefits, in-kind transfers, and correctional costs.16 Investing in Illinois’s students 
today promises to generate positive results for our future economy. One study calculated that 
effective educational interventions aimed toward increasing the graduation rate would produce, 
for the public purse, net economic benefits that are 2.5 times greater than the costs to establish 
such policies and programs.17 In Illinois more resources need to be directed toward programs for 
students who have dropped out: for every $100 the state spends on enrolled high school students, 
only 59 cents is spent for students who drop out.18  
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In Illinois, while more young men than young women drop out of school before obtaining their 
high school diplomas and both women and men face more limited employment and earnings 
prospects than their better-educated peers, the negative impact of dropping out on lifetime 
earnings is more severe for women. Only 42 of every 100 Illinois adult females 18 to 64 lacking 
a high school diploma or a general education development (GED) certificate were employed in 
2005, compared to 66 of every 100 male dropouts.19 Moreover, Illinois adult females lacking a 
high school diploma or GED in 2005 had a mean annual earning of $8,472, compared to their 
male counterparts’ mean annual earning of $21,421. Illinois women without a high school 
diploma or GED had average lifetime earnings of $398,000 in 2005, compared to their male 
peers’ average lifetime earnings of $1,007,000.20 Female high school dropouts earned 45 percent 
less than female high school graduates, while male high school dropouts earned 29 percent less 
than male high school graduates.21 While women make less than men at all levels of education, 
the wage gap between men and women is the highest among high school dropouts.22  
 
As high school dropouts are disproportionately affected by low employment rates and lifetime 
earnings, they are also plagued by poorer health and greater reliance on public benefits than high 
school graduates. A female high school dropout in Illinois was 140 times more likely than her 
peers with some postsecondary schooling to be dependent on the Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) program for her economic subsistence in 2004.23 Indeed, Illinois 
women who have dropped out of high school are overrepresented in the ranks of TANF 
recipients: adult women 18 to 44 lacking a high school diploma represented only 11 percent of 
the female population in that age group in Illinois in 2004, yet they accounted for 46 percent of 
all TANF recipients in the state; this makes them overrepresented by a multiple of 4 to 1.24 
Illinois adult high school dropouts were nearly twice as likely as high school graduates to report 
being in only fair or poor health and were more than four times as likely to report this than their 
counterparts with a bachelor’s or more advanced degree.25 These findings mirror the national 
trend that adults with lower levels of schooling are less likely to receive medical care, more 
likely to report poorer health, and much more likely to report physical or mental disabilities.26  
 
The following two sections are an examination of the policy needs of children and youths who 
are parents or expectant parents, and children and youths who are survivors of domestic or sexual 
violence. In each section we first present our findings, including relevant research on each topic 
and its implications for educational policy, the needs and concerns of this population of students 
as identified through the hearings and testimonials, and best practices from this or other states. 
We conclude each of these sections with a list of recommendations—that can be implemented 
immediately and others that can be implemented over time—to support adolescent parents and 
expectant parents and student survivors of domestic or sexual violence. 
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Section 2: Youths Who Are Parents or Expectant Parents 
 

 Born to teens in 2007 were 18,314 babies, or 10.1 percent of total Illinois births.27  
 Illinois ranks twenty-first out of all states for teen birth rates, according to 2005 data.28 

The Illinois teen birth rate is 39.5 per 1,000 teens, just below the national rate of 41.9.29  
 Almost 60 percent of teens with a school-age pregnancy drop out between eighth and 

twelfth grades.30  
 Only 66 percent of teen mothers complete their high school education or receive a GED 

by age 22, compared to 94 percent for young women who had not given birth as a teen.31  
 Diagnosed with postpartum depression were 8.1 percent of new mothers under 20 in 

Illinois in 2005.32  
 Of women under 20 in Illinois, 13.6 percent reported physical abuse by an ex-husband or 

ex-partner before and during pregnancy, and 14.2 percent reported physical abuse by a 
husband or partner before and during pregnancy. 33 

 

Findings 
 
Students who are parents or expectant parents often face an untenable choice between fulfilling 
their responsibilities to their children and their need to act responsibly before childbirth, on the 
one hand, and meeting school obligations, on the other hand. Nationwide 33 percent of female 
dropouts report that becoming a parent played a major role in their decision to leave school.34 
However, in this same report, students who left school to care for a family member or due to 
parenting responsibilities were the group of dropouts “most likely to say they would have 
worked harder if their schools had demanded more of them and provided the necessary 
support.”35  
 
Under Illinois law a number of policies prevent expectant and parenting students from obtaining 
the support they need to fulfill their duties as an expectant parent and parent and continue their 
education. For example, a student’s illness is a valid cause for absence from school but the 
student’s child’s illness may not be, and home instruction is available to pregnant students in 
Illinois only when a physician indicates that the student is medically unable to attend school, or 
following childbirth or a miscarriage.36 Similarly policies should not dissuade young male 
expectant parents or parents from taking an active role in prenatal, childbirth, and parenting 
responsibilities, such as accompanying a pregnant girlfriend to a prenatal appointment. 
Appropriate school accommodations are needed to ensure that parenting and expectant 
adolescents have the resources they need to continue focusing on their academic development 
while they deal with a multitude of challenges related to their parenting responsibilities. In 
addition to providing services and referrals for adolescent mothers, schools should encourage 
young fathers to be accountable as parents by granting them appropriate accommodations at 
school.  
 
Importance of Early Intervention and Supporting Positive Parenting Skills 
 
Key to any effort to promote the retention of expectant and parenting students is a system that 
reaches out to adolescent parents before they drop out of school. Given that programs that aim to 
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prevent students from dropping out tend to have higher rates of student retention and better 
promote student self-sufficiency than programs that attempt to reenroll students who have spent 
significant amounts of time outside school, preventative measures should be prioritized.37 
Students also need an encouraging school environment where caring school staff members 
express belief in expectant and parenting students’ abilities to succeed academically. A 2003 
study found that in regular Chicago schools (not alternative schools) 26 percent of pregnant and 
parenting youths who had heard negative comments at school regarding their pregnancies heard 
such comments from teachers, and 5 percent heard such comments from principals.38 School 
staff members need enhanced sensitivity training in the importance of maintaining positive 
interactions with all students, especially with those who are expectant or parenting.  
 
Since children who are born to teenage parents are less likely than their peers to complete high 
school and more likely than their peers to become teen parents themselves, schools and 
communities should work to break this intergenerational cycle by strengthening early education 
and intervention programs.39 Babies born to teens are at increased risk of low birth weight and 
associated health problems. Research also indicates that young parents (age 18–27) of young 
children (age 3–6) are the group most likely to report physically abusing their children.40 
Parenting classes for adolescent parents and developmentally appropriate child care and early 
education for children of adolescent parents are essential to promoting healthy child development 
within families. Children’s participation in high-quality early care and education programs 
contributes to positive physical, cognitive, and social development and helps children prepare to 
succeed in school. Effective early education programs combine small class sizes, high adult-to-
child ratios, highly skilled teachers, a language-rich environment, an age-appropriate curriculum, 
and positive and responsive interactions between staff members and children.41  
 
Examining the Link Between Adolescent Pregnancy and Parenting and Exposure to Violence 
 
While issues facing expectant and parenting adolescents and young survivors of domestic and 
sexual violence are being outlined separately in this report, extensive overlap exists between 
these two groups. Research suggests that many adolescent mothers come from families with a 
history of problems, including physical and sexual abuse, neglect, and domestic violence, and 
many adolescent mothers directly experienced childhood maltreatment.42 Although reports vary 
widely, as many as two-thirds of young women who become pregnant as teenagers experienced 
sexual or physical abuse at some point in their lives.43  
 
Members of the Task Force heard from Angie Kennedy, the aforementioned assistant professor 
of social work at Michigan State University, about her research on urban adolescent mothers’ 
exposure to multiple forms of violence, including community violence, witnessed parental 
violence, physical abuse within the family, and partner violence.44 Kennedy conducted a study 
with adolescent mothers regarding their violence exposure, school performance and 
participation, positive attitude to school, and social support. As violence exposure increases, 
Kennedy found, “school outcomes tend to worsen, with positive attitude toward school found to 
be a significant moderator of the effects of exposure to community violence on behavior 
problems in school.”45 Kennedy’s findings indicate that cumulative violence exposure is a 
significant problem facing many pregnant and parenting adolescents and poses a severe barrier to 
school performance and participation.  
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Issues facing both expectant and parenting students and survivors of domestic or sexual violence 
should be viewed with the understanding that a significant link exists between the variables of 
adolescent pregnancy and parenting and exposure to violence:  
 

 Pregnant adolescents report significantly higher rates of physical abuse than pregnant 
adult women.46  

 In 2008, of the teens who called the City of Chicago Domestic Violence Help Line, 39 
percent had dependent children, and 15.5 percent reported being pregnant.47  

 Adolescent mothers living in poor urban neighborhoods face relatively high rates of 
community violence.48  

 With the highest rates of intimate violence being reported by lower-income, younger 
couples and lower-income parents reporting physically abusing their children at a rate 
almost double that of higher-income parents, adolescent mothers have a relatively high 
risk of exposure to violence in their family and intimate relationships.49  

 
When providing medical services to youths who are pregnant or parenting, medical practitioners 
have the opportunity to screen individuals and families for health and social risks, including 
exposure to violence. Routine hospital visits may present some of the limited times where 
battered individuals have the chance to access outside help. Medical practitioners should use this 
opportunity to educate teen parents about the impact of exposure to violence and refer them to 
services that prevent or treat emotional or behavioral problems that may result from exposure to 
violence.50  

 

Student Needs 
 
Expectant-Parenting and Parenting-Related Absences 
 
Schools should recognize, and not punish, attention to prenatal care, childbirth, and acts of 
responsible parenting. When a young mother or father must stay home to care for a sick child or 
because child care arrangements fell through, the parent may miss a test or not be able to 
complete an assignment on time. Too many incomplete assignments, missed tests, or absences, 
even when excused, can jeopardize a young parent’s good academic standing. Students who miss 
school in order to meet parenting duties should have their absence excused and should have 
access to home instruction, assistance from the school in making up missed work, and help from 
school- or community-based education and support services that are designed to help youths 
complete their education in a secure and encouraging environment. Under Illinois law a student’s 
illness is a valid cause for absence from school but her child’s illness may not be.51 The School 
Code should be amended to recognize the fulfillment of both female and male students’ prenatal, 
childbirth, and parenting responsibilities (including, but not limited to, arranging child care, 
caring for the student’s sick child, and attending prenatal appointments and medical 
appointments for the student’s child) as a valid cause for absence. 
 
Parenting or expectant students who must miss school to tend to prenatal, childbirth, and 
parenting duties need more than just an excused absence, however. In order to prevent these 
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students from falling behind in school, schools must adopt procedures to help their students 
make up their course work if they missed school to fulfill parenting obligations or because of 
their status as an expectant parent.52 While local school districts would have flexibility in the 
policy that they adopt, all schools should have, in place, policies that address this issue. 
 
Homebound Instruction 
 
When a parenting student’s child is seriously ill or a student experiences complications with her 
pregnancy, the student may miss a significant amount of school. In such circumstances, home 
instruction is an important resource that allows students to keep up with their course work. 
Currently in Illinois home instruction is available to a pregnant student only when a physician 
indicates that the student is medically unable to attend school, or following childbirth or a 
miscarriage.53 Young parents who miss school because they must care for a sick child should 
also be eligible for home instruction. Furthermore, Illinois law should be amended to prohibit 
schools from penalizing students in grading, course completion, grade-level advancement, or 
graduation solely on the basis of the students’ absence from school while receiving home 
instruction, providing that the students comply with home instruction program requirements.54 
Finally, schools should not be permitted to misuse homebound instruction by viewing it as a 
means of getting around making accommodations at school. While homebound instruction is an 
essential resource for those students who cannot come to school, schools should recognize that 
making in-school accommodations keeps students from being forced to participate in 
homebound instruction and gives them the choice to participate in whichever educational setting 
best suits their needs. 
 
School- and Community-Based Services and Accommodations 
 
In working to balance parenting and school obligations successfully, students often need 
assistance from supportive services and programs. Schools should have the resources to meet 
expectant or parenting students’ and their parents’ or guardians’ requests for information about 
or referrals to school- or community-based education and support services that are designed to 
help students meet Illinois learning standards in a safe, secure, and encouraging environment. 
While financial constraints may prevent some school districts from providing school-based 
services, this should not relieve school districts of the obligation to connect students with 
existing community resources through referrals. Schools should make accommodations so as to 
prioritize school stability for expectant and parenting students.  
 
In order to facilitate the full participation of expectant and parenting students in school, the Task 
Force recommends that schools’ accommodations for this purpose should provide equal access to 
educational programs and services and ensure students’ safety, attendance, and academic 
progress. Pregnant students would benefit from schools being flexible in enforcing rules such as 
dress codes and uniform policies. Schools should also consider allowing pregnant students to 
have snacks and drinks in class and supplying them with larger desks as well as individual hall 
passes to allow them to use the restroom as needed. One of the greatest barriers to education 
facing parenting students is the lack of on-site child care at the students’ schools. This 
accommodation is critical to helping parenting students stay in school. In situations where 
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schools cannot provide child care, they should help parenting students secure it by referrals to 
local service providers.  
 
Designated Staff Liaisons to Assist Expectant and Parenting Students 
 
The Task Force recommends that each school designate at least one staff point person who is 
trained to address in a confidential and sensitive manner the needs of youths who are expectant 
parents and parents. Schools do not need to hire new staff members to meet the purposes of this 
recommendation—financial strain should not preclude schools from offering this assistance to 
students. Schools should utilize their existing resources (i.e., have a teacher, counselor, social 
worker, or nurse take on these duties) to ensure that students who are parents or expectant 
parents have a point of contact on the school campus. Assigning liaisons for this population of 
children and youths effectively connects them with appropriate services. A good model is the 
federal law requirement that schools have homeless students’ liaisons in place. These liaisons 
have been crucial to improving homeless children and youth access to educational and related 
services. Staff members who serve as liaisons between expectant and parenting students and 
school administration and personnel can also be the same staff members who serve as liaisons 
for students who are survivors of domestic or sexual violence. They should be responsible for 
communicating with these students, making referrals and connecting them with appropriate 
services, assisting these students in their efforts to exercise their rights, and providing staff 
development to help establish a positive and sensitive learning environment. These liaisons have 
also been referred to by the Task Force as “specially trained personnel.”  
 
At a minimum, designated staff members should be trained to understand and address the 
following issues related to expectant and parenting students:  
 

 education and employment rights, responsibilities, and opportunities;  
 public benefits and housing;  
 health care (including adolescent consent and confidentiality rights);  
 child care;  
 child health and development; and  
 family planning. 

 
Comprehensive On-Site School Health Centers 
 
Student access to comprehensive on-site school health centers that deal with reproductive and 
sexual health is crucial to promoting student health and ensuring that students do not have to 
miss an extensive amount of school to meet their health needs. Health professionals within 
schools should be able to give accurate information about the full range of reproductive health 
services and recommend a course of action regarding student pregnancies so that students may 
make fully informed decisions. School health centers play a critical role in filling a health service 
shortage experienced by Illinois youths: over 80 percent of Illinois school health center enrollees 
are either Medicaid All Kids patients or uninsured.55 By providing preventative services that 
reduce the likelihood that youths will engage in high-risk behaviors, school health centers offer a 
cost-effective health care delivery model that reduces future health care expenses.  
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Transportation for Parenting Students 
 
Testimony collected from across the state indicates that transportation problems present a 
significant barrier to school attendance. Many students presented concerns about the daily 
challenge of traveling with their child from home, to child care, and then on to school in a timely 
manner. Even in instances where students were lucky enough to attend a school with on-site 
child care, means of transportation accommodating a young child are difficult to obtain.  
 
Tracking Graduation, Dropout, and Transfer Rates 
 
The Illinois State Board of Education must submit to the General Assembly and the Governor an 
annual report that includes the statewide high school dropout rate broken down by grade level, 
sex, and race.56 While a recent amendment prevents dilution of the dropout rate by ending the 
practice of reporting dropouts as “transfer students” when many do not enroll in a new school, 
tracking methods must be further modified to help determine why students are dropping out. To 
learn more about the educational needs of children and youths who are parents or expectant 
parents, Illinois needs to develop an accurate method of counting and reporting separately these 
students’ graduation, transfer, and dropout rates.  
 
In New Mexico, for example, school districts submit an annual “accountability report” that 
details high school graduation rates for each public high school. In that report, each district must 
“indicate contributing factors to non-graduation such as transfer out of the school district, 
pregnancy, dropout and other factors as known.”57 Illinois should modify the State Board of 
Education’s student tracking system to track separately the transfer rates of students who are 
expectant parents or parents, and Illinois should make these data public along with the dropout 
and graduation rates.  
 

Best Practices 
 
Examples of Legislation from Other States 
 
Schools need the flexibility and resources to craft accommodations to meet students’ diverse 
needs. Wisconsin law stipulates that school boards must “make available to any school age 
parent who is a resident of the school district program modifications and services that will enable 
the pupil to continue his or her education.”58 In turn, school districts must not require students to 
participate in services or seek accommodations. 
 
Similar to the recommendations of this Task Force, Florida law requires school districts that run 
teenage parent programs to help parenting students with ancillary services—including child care, 
health care, social services, and transportation—necessary for school success. School districts in 
Florida may provide these services directly or “through the coordination of existing programs 
and services and through joint agreements between district school boards and early learning 
coalitions or other appropriate public and private providers.”59  
 
In New York school districts have discretion to help with transportation for the children of 
parenting students. New York law stipulates that a board of education may transport the non-
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school-age child of students 21 or younger who have not yet received a high school diploma to 
and from the school that the student parent attends. The parent must accompany her non-school-
age child on the bus, and the transportation must be “furnished for the purpose of allowing the 
child to receive child care services and/or attend a nursery school, preschool, or parenting 
program.” New York school districts are eligible for state aid to cover the expenses that they 
incur in providing such transportation to the non-school-age children of students in the district.60  
 
The California School Age Families Education Program (Cal-SAFE), enacted in 1998, offers 
comprehensive school-based and community-linked services to foster educational achievement, 
effective parenting, and healthy families.61 The programs are open to any female or male student 
18 or younger who has not earned a high school diploma or its equivalent and is an expectant or 
custodial parent or a noncustodial parent in an active role caring for and supervising the student’s 
child.62 Children of students enrolled in a Cal-SAFE program may also receive services until 
they turn 5 or enter kindergarten.63 Through Cal-SAFE, schools may provide on-site services 
such as academic support, parenting education, life-skills training, career counseling, peer 
support groups, family support services, and child and domestic abuse prevention education. Cal-
SAFE programs also offer transportation from home to school and free meal supplements for 
pregnant and lactating students.64  
 
Effective Practices Found in Illinois 
 
Quincy: An advocate from the Teen Parent Services Program in Quincy Public Schools testified 
that young parents’ greatest barrier to school attendance is child care. By offering free on-site 
child care, both Quincy’s regular high school and alternative school have helped adolescent 
parents stay in school. The advocate’s further testimony indicated a number of issues addressed 
in the program’s policies: 
 

 Expectant and parenting students, whenever possible, should be able to choose whether to 
separate themselves from their regular school of attendance to attend an alternative 
school or receive homebound instruction.  

 Central to effective programs for parenting students is recognition of the importance of 
the parent-child bond. 

 Schools must respect teen mothers’ right to breast-feed their infants. 
 New mothers should receive a reasonable maternity leave of at least six weeks, and 

schools should be flexible with homebound study so that expectant and parenting 
students do not fall behind. 

 Expectant and parenting students should have access to pregnancy and parenting classes. 
 Absences while new mothers transition back into school as well as absences due to child 

illness and maternal fatigue should be respected. 
 Teen fathers who are involved with the child need access to supportive services and 

should be given leniency with absences related to parenting. 
 For pregnant students, schools should provide accommodations, including allowing 

snacks and drinks in the classroom, trips to the bathroom as needed, and excuses from 
strenuous activities such as physical education. 

 Parenting students need accommodations—including changes and more flexibility in 
school schedules, on-site child care and access to their children at any time, and excused 
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absences to take care of parenting-related issues—that recognize their parenting 
responsibilities. 

 Ideally, policy should be changed so that students who are parents who have fallen 
behind in coursework could continue to be served by high schools even if the students are 
not able to graduate before their twenty-first birthday. 

 
Elgin: Elgin school district U-46 has an effective collaborative program linking community 
groups, school personnel, and advocates to coordinate a combination of educational, health, and 
social services needed by pregnant and parenting students. Representatives of the school district 
and key community partners formed the Healthy Support System for Teen Parents Committee to 
meet the needs of pregnant and parenting students and promote their school completion through 
improved community-school partnerships and enhanced delivery of support services. In working 
to create a systemic approach to serving teen parents rather than leaving each school in the 
district to develop its own responses and resources, the committee created a “U46 Protocol for 
Teen Parents” to delineate steps needed throughout the course of the student’s pregnancy to 
increase communication within the network of service providers and school district.65 This 
support model 
 

 designates the school nurse as the “point person” for the expectant or parenting student 
and establishes a formal intake form for school nurses to utilize to ensure that they obtain 
necessary information, including the student’s child care arrangements and needed health 
or social services;66  

 identifies at each school a Teen Parent Liaison who meets with students regularly to 
discuss students’ questions or concerns, gives referrals, and increases communication 
among the student, school, and community organizations; 

 calls for—seven months into a student’s pregnancy—a “transition meeting” where all the 
service providers and school personnel who have worked with the pregnant student 
discuss what services the student currently has in place and strategizes about what she 
needs before she goes on leave from school so that she can successfully return to school. 

 
The alternative school in Elgin offers flexible block scheduling, and students have access to a 
school counselor, social worker, teen parenting groups, a family literacy program that promotes 
positive parent-child interactions, and free health clinics.  
 
Springfield: An advocate who works with the Parents as Teachers Program in Springfield 
testified about the program’s positive impact on the development of parenting and expectant 
youths. The Parents as Teachers Program provides home visitations with young parents and their 
children who are 3 years old and younger. In emphasizing the importance of the parent-child 
bond during the early years, advocates talk with young parents about how their children should 
be developing and at what age their children should be achieving developmental milestones. 
Once a month, advocates from the Parents as Teachers Program go to high schools to make 
presentations on parenting topics during the school lunch hour, which provides young parents 
with an outlet to discuss their concerns. The advocate’s testimony highlighted that, to be 
effective, programs must build a relationship of trust with the young parents and provide a 
supportive atmosphere.  
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Another Springfield advocate discussed her organization’s efforts to support adolescent fathers. 
She noted that a teen father often feels like he has no place in the pregnancy time or his baby’s 
life, and most teen fathers are confused about determining what their role should be. 
Emphasizing that both parents have the right to support their children, she outlined her 
program’s work to help teen fathers bond with their babies and develop positive self-images as 
fathers. She testified about the effectiveness of having adult men serve as these teen fathers’ 
mentors and teach them how to be committed parents. Communication between adolescent 
parents and engaging the entire family unit are also key to this program’s success.  
 
Mount Vernon: Testimony from a Carbondale Community High School nurse at the Mount 
Vernon public hearing illustrated positive practices aimed toward keeping expectant and 
parenting students in school by accommodating their needs. The school nurse’s testimony 
indicated that in the year prior to adopting a program aimed toward retaining pregnant students, 
fourteen of the sixteen pregnant students enrolled at the high school dropped out. In the year 
after implementing the support program, which includes assistance in securing WIC (the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children) and Medicaid, developing a 
parenting and educational plan, and obtaining housing and other needs, only three of the nineteen 
pregnant students at the high school dropped out. The program’s structure centers on recognizing 
the unique needs of expectant and parenting students and providing them with accommodations:  
 

 After a comprehensive initial assessment by the school nurse, the high school’s plan of 
support includes allowing rest in the nurse’s office as needed, allowing snacks and drinks 
in class, giving an elevator pass and excuse from physical education at the seventh month 
of pregnancy or earlier if medically indicated, and assisting in obtaining maternity clothes 
and baby equipment and clothes if needed.  

 Important to the program’s success has been ongoing follow-up throughout students’ 
pregnancies and a monthly support group with educational presentations about infant 
health, nutrition, and parenting. The support group has also served as an important 
resource in providing moral support for students so that they do not become pregnant for 
a second or third time.  

 
Such drastic improvements in student retention rates show that when students receive the 
assistance they need, they are much less likely to leave school. 
 
Chicago: An advocate from Chicago testified about the need for school districts to take a 
systemwide approach—such as the Cradle-to-Classroom program had provided—to promoting 
the academic achievement of expectant and parenting students. Identified in successful models of 
expectant and parenting programs are these common elements: 
 

 Intensive supportive services, including case management, counseling, classes on child 
care and development, and incentives for students who complete program components. 

 Flexible schedules and nontraditional educational options, including online classes and 
independent study. 

 Dedicated staff members focused on working both one-on-one and in groups with 
participants; 
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 Dedicated space within a school setting in which participants can access resources and 
attend classes or meetings. 

 
A school nurse from West Chicago’s Community High School District No. 94 gave the Task 
Force information about the school’s teen mother’s health and wellness class. The class seeks to 
empower teen parents by 
 

 teaching health, nutrition, and physical fitness; pre- and postnatal care; newborn care; 
positive parenting skills; family living skills; early childhood development; and 
availability of community resources; 

 offering social and emotional support throughout and after pregnancy, especially in 
regard to depression, relationships, family matters, and self-esteem; 

 emphasizing the importance of providing the healthiest possible physical and emotional 
environment for their children and themselves; 

 helping expectant and parenting students cultivate the ability to make wholesome 
decisions regarding lifestyle choices; and 

 creating an inclusive atmosphere that aims to establish each student as a contributing 
member of the school and community. 

 
A Chicago advocate working with homeless and at-risk adolescent parents and their children 
testified that, in order for young parents to complete their education, they need access to  
 

 compassionate teachers and counselors trained in the unique needs of expectant and 
parenting teens; 

 creative schedules and assignments to help them balance parenting and school; 
 child care resources, including care for sick children; 
 school-and-service-provider partnerships that offer parenting education and support; and 
 transportation assistance. 

 
 

Recommendations Regarding Policies Affecting Expectant and Parenting Youth 
 
Based on our analysis, we offer the following recommendations—arranged by expected time 
frame for implementation—for supporting students who are parents or expectant parents. 
 
Recommendations that Can Be Implemented Immediately 
 

 Exempt youths who are parents or expectant parents from minimum attendance 
requirements for absences related to their pregnancy and parenting responsibilities. 
School districts should not be permitted to consider a student who is an expectant 
parent or parent a chronic or habitual truant or truant minor because of one or more 
absences related to the student’s status as an expectant parent or parent; such 
absences may be due to the student’s illness or the illness of the student’s child, 
attendance at pregnancy-related medical appointments, or fulfillment of parenting 
responsibilities, including arranging for child care, caring for the student’s sick child, 
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and attending medical appointments for the student’s child. This provision should 
apply equally to fathers and expectant fathers and to mothers and expectant mothers. 

 Allow students who miss class work—including lessons, assignments, quizzes, and 
tests—because of absences related to pregnancy and parenting responsibilities to 
make it up. The responsibility to provide the opportunity to make up missed work is 
the classroom teacher’s. Costs associated with these activities should be waived by 
school districts for any students whose parents or guardians are unable to afford them.  

 Authorize special flexible scheduling and attendance arrangements, including 
allowing absences for medical or child care needs and providing homebound 
instruction. 

 Develop protocol for assisting expectant and parenting youths with ancillary services, 
such as child care, health care, social services, transportation, support groups, 
mentoring programs, and classes in parenting skills, prenatal care, and child 
development through referrals to school- or community-based support services. 

 To promote school stability for expectant and parenting students, provide necessary 
accommodations in school including, but not limited to, larger desks, individual hall 
passes for frequent bathroom use, trash receptacles for illness, elevator access when 
necessary and possible, permission to eat and drink in class, additional time for class 
changes and getting lunch, leniency in school uniform and dress code policies, private 
nursing rooms, special consideration during classes that may require strenuous 
physical exertion, sufficiently private settings and time-off for meetings with 
counselors or other service providers, and any other accommodation that may 
facilitate the student’s participation in school. 

 Prohibit school administration and staff members from pressuring or requiring 
expectant or parenting students to attend an alternative program, and ensure that, in 
accordance with Title IX, expectant and parenting students have the opportunity to 
make a voluntary decision about which academic programs they would like to pursue. 

 
Recommendations that Can Be Implemented Within the Next Two Years 
 

 Amend the School Code to recognize expectant parenting and parenting 
responsibilities—including, but not limited to, arranging child care, caring for the 
student’s sick child, attending medical appointments for the student’s child, and 
attending prenatal appointments and childbirth—as a valid cause for absence for 
students who are fathers and mothers and expectant fathers and mothers.  

 Amend the homebound instruction provision to include a student’s right to 
homebound instruction due to pregnancy-related conditions and the fulfillment of 
parenting obligations related to the health and safety of the student’s child. Allow 
student homebound instruction for as long as needed to care for the student’s ill child 
when a health care provider indicates in writing that the student needs to provide care 
to the sick child and the student or school is unable to arrange alternative child care. 
Home instruction services should be equivalent to the regular education program, in 
accordance with Title IX, and students receiving home instruction should not be 
penalized in grading, course completion, grade-level advancement, or graduation, 
providing that the students comply with home instruction requirements. 
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 Ensure that alternative education programs offer the same quality of academic 
courses and extracurricular activities provided at the regular school setting. 

 Give students on-site access to health centers that provide comprehensive services, 
including reproductive and sexual health services. 

 Amend the Illinois School Student Records Act to maintain confidentiality of student 
records and ensure that any documentation regarding a student’s status as a parent or 
expectant parent be kept confidential and separate from the student’s permanent 
record, and not be released, transferred, disclosed, or otherwise disseminated without 
the student’s consent.67 

 Require school districts to (at a minimum) track separately the transfer rates of 
students who are expectant parents or parents, and make these data publicly available 
along with dropout and graduation rates.  

 Allow school transfers when necessary to accommodate parenting youths’ child care 
needs. A parenting student in need of child care should be permitted to transfer to 
another school in the same district as the previous school if such transfer facilitates 
the student’s drop-off and pickup of that student’s child from child care, nursery 
school, or preschool, or a parenting program or otherwise facilitates a parenting 
student’s ability to continue to attend school while fulfilling parenting 
responsibilities. Transfer for child care–related reasons should be permitted if the 
student’s travel time from home to child care and then directly to the student’s school 
exceeds sixty minutes; the student states that there is no safe, appropriate, available, 
or affordable child care alternative that would reduce travel time; and the student 
presents from the student’s child care provider a letter stating that the child is 
receiving or has been accepted to receive child care services. In accordance with the 
federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Assistance Improvements Act of 2001 
or the Education for Homeless Children Act, school transfers should also be allowed 
for youths who become homeless because they are parents or expectant parents. 
School districts should waive tuition for students who transfer to a school district 
where they do not reside.  
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Section 3: Student Survivors of Domestic and Sexual Violence 
 

 According to a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) study, 8.8 percent of 
high school girls in the United States reported that a boyfriend or girlfriend had hit, 
slapped, or physically hurt them on purpose in 2007. In Chicago 10.6 percent of high 
school girls reported this, and in Illinois 8.6 percent.68  

 A national survey of students in Grades 8–11 found that eight in ten students (81 percent) 
experienced some form of sexual harassment during their school lives, and girls were 
more likely than boys to experience sexual harassment ever (83 percent compared to 79 
percent) or often (30 percent compared to 24 percent).69  

 Adolescents are more likely to be victims of trauma than any other age group. Each year 
approximately 8.8 million adolescents nationwide witness severe interpersonal violence, 
3.9 million are severely abused or assaulted, and 1.8 million are sexually assaulted.70  

 Teens between the ages of 16 and 19 are the age group most likely to be victims of sexual 
assault, and 54 percent of female sexual assault victims were under 18 when they 
experienced their first rape.71  

 In 2007, of female high school students, 9.4 percent in Illinois and 11.3 percent in 
Chicago reported ever being physically forced to have sexual intercourse.72  

 A lack of safety in school is affecting Illinois girls’ performance in school: 10.7 percent 
of Chicago high school girls, nearly twice the national average of 5.6 percent, skipped 
school for at least one day in the prior thirty days in 2007 because of safety concerns. 
Statewide 4.3 percent of high school girls reported this.73  

 In the 2008 fiscal year 50 percent of reports of suspected abuse and neglect to the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services were girls (48,201). Girls are the victims in 
over 80 percent of indicated reports of child sexual abuse in Illinois.74  

 Women who are between 16 and 24, are African American, and have an annual 
household income of less than $7,500 report the highest rates of nonlethal violent 
victimization by an intimate partner.75  

 CDC found that 11.7 percent of female high school students nationwide had been 
harassed at least once in the past year because someone thought they were gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual.76  

 Gay, lesbian, and bisexual students are from two to four times more likely to report 
sexual assault victimization than their heterosexual peers.77 

 

Findings 
 
The emotional, social, and psychological impact resulting from exposure to domestic or sexual 
violence can create serious problems for both those who witness and those who experience such 
traumatic situations. Experiences of violence often have detrimental effects on children’s and 
adolescents’ abilities to cope with the normal stressors of the maturation process and 
consequently hinder them from focusing on their education. Children and youths who are 
exposed to violence may exhibit a range of developmental difficulties and symptoms, both 
internal (e.g., depression or anxiety) and external (e.g., aggression or conduct problems).78 When 
exposed to incidents of domestic or sexual violence, individuals may develop toxic, or traumatic, 
stress where the body responds to the situation by frequent or prolonged activation of the body’s 
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stress management system. These individuals live in a constant state of alert and crisis, which, if 
not resolved, can produce neurochemical changes and adaptations that can adversely affect brain 
development. The estimated risk of developing posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is 49 
percent for survivors of rape, 32 percent for survivors of severe beating or physical assault, and 
24 percent for survivors of other types of sexual assault.79  
 
Key to helping children and youths cope with and recover from major adverse experiences such 
as domestic or sexual violence is the presence of caring adults. Children and youths need a safe 
and supportive environment where they have access to interventions that can help mitigate the 
effects of exposure to violence and improve their capacity to cope with ongoing stressors. 
Consequently teachers and school administrators especially need training to ensure that they 
understand and are sensitive to these children’s and youths’ needs. School districts should be 
required to establish clear protocols regarding how to deal with a student’s disclosure about 
domestic or sexual violence and implement procedures that accommodate survivors in a manner 
that prioritizes confidentiality, safety, and educational success. One advocate from Chicago 
testified about her concern for the lack of consistent school policies regarding the needs of 
student survivors of violence: “We cannot leave … survivors at the whim of how a school deems 
it fit to handle a situation—one school may have excellent training, adequate staffing and 
compassionate understanding of the issue but other schools, more often, may not. School must be 
a safe space. So with guidelines, appropriate staffing and training [are] essential.” 
 
Children’s and Youths’ Exposure to Domestic Violence  
 
Exposure to family violence has significant negative repercussions for children and youths: 
childhood exposure to violence can be associated with increased display of aggressive behavior, 
increased emotional problems such as depression, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem, lower levels 
of social competence, and poorer academic performance.80 In homes where domestic violence 
occurs, children are at high risk of suffering physical abuse themselves. Studies of the link 
between domestic violence and child abuse show that between 45 percent and 70 percent of 
children exposed to domestic violence are also victims of physical abuse and that as many as 40 
percent of child victims of physical abuse are also exposed to domestic violence.81 Violence in 
the home also affects youths’ abilities to form trusting relationships, resulting in a higher 
probability that these adolescents will end up in violent relationships themselves.82  
 
Child Abuse 
 
While we must be aware of the increased risk of child abuse victimization in the context of 
domestic violence, we must keep in mind that not all abuse against children and youths happens 
in this context, nor is the abuse always covered by the Illinois Abused and Neglected Child 
Reporting Act. For example, most forcible rapes occur before the victim is 18 years old, and 
nationally 34.1 percent of all rape or sexual assault victims are under 12.83 In most cases the 
perpetrator is known to the victim but is not necessarily a family or household member or even a 
boyfriend or girlfriend. Acts of relationship or sexual violence against children perpetrated by 
other children also have an impact on a child’s school performance, safety, and well-being and 
should be covered by the policies recommended here. 
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Dating Violence 
 
Dating violence is a serious public health concern that has damaging effects on students’ 
academic and personal development.84 Between 12 percent and 35 percent of high school 
students engage in or are victims of violence, both physical (scratching, slapping, pushing, 
kicking, biting, and forcing sex) and psychological (intentionally hurtful comments, threats of 
harm, insulting remarks made in front of others, and prohibiting the girlfriend or boyfriend from 
doing activities with other people), in a dating relationship.85 Survivors of domestic or sexual 
violence often face harassment at school not only by the perpetrators but also by the perpetrators’ 
friends and other students. Harassment through text messages and online social networking sites 
(i.e., cyberbullying) has become especially problematic. Students who experience sexual 
harassment or bullying may react by participating less in class, not wanting to go to school, 
changing their seat in class to distance themselves from the aggressor, and finding it hard to pay 
attention in school.86 Sociologists argue that youth exposure to violence, particularly violence in 
romantic relationships, “forces a premature end to adolescence through early exits from 
conventional teenage roles.”87 Since teens have lower levels of social skills and less relationship 
experience than adults, they are more vulnerable to intimate partner violence. Adolescent girls 
are primarily the victims in violent dating relationships, and their experience of dating violence 
increases their risk of engaging in seriously harmful behavior, such as substance abuse, 
unhealthy weight control, sexual risk behavior, pregnancy, and seriously considering or 
attempting suicide.88  
 
With nearly 1.5 million high school students nationwide experiencing physical abuse from a 
dating partner each year, schools cannot afford to ignore this safety concern.89 Since many 
incidents of dating violence occur on school grounds, this form of violence affects not only the 
individuals in the abusive relationship but also the security of entire schools and communities.90 
However, dating violence occurring off–school grounds is equally dangerous and distracting for 
youths and school communities. Young victims of violence are more likely to engage in high-
risk activities and tend to report higher rates of truancy, more negative contact with their 
teachers, and increased conflict with other students.91  
 
Schools’ Roles in Responding to Children’s and Youths’ Exposure to Violence  
 
As children and youths spend much of their time in school, schools are uniquely positioned to 
respond to child abuse, dating violence, and sexual violence and harassment. Often young people 
who have been assaulted are extremely reluctant to report the incident and, in situations of dating 
violence or sexual assault, are afraid to tell their parents what has happened to them because of 
the shame they feel. The first disclosure often occurs at school, either to a peer, counselor, or 
teacher. Schools should proactively respond to students’ exposure to violence by establishing 
policies and procedures to assist student survivors of domestic, sexual, and dating violence. 
Effective policies must outline both preventative measures that support vulnerable students and 
protocols on how to intervene sensitively to help children and youths experiencing violence, 
harassment, and bullying. Schools should aim to provide necessary accommodations so that 
these students are not forced to transfer to another school, rely on homebound instruction, or 
resort to involuntary homeschooling because of safety-related concerns.  
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Revictimization of Survivors by School Staff Members and Administration 
 
When school staff members and administration fail to deal with student survivors of violence in 
a respectful and sensitive manner, they revictimize the survivors by denying them the support 
they need to help them cope and move past their traumatic experiences. Testimony gathered by 
the Task Force reveals that school staff members and administrators across the state are 
consistently approaching survivors’ situations in problematic ways that further traumatize the 
survivors. An advocate from Chicago testified that, throughout the course of her work in Illinois, 
she found “numerous educational institutions to be not only ignorant of the extraordinary 
impacts a sexual assault has on a young person’s ability to learn, but even hostile to making any 
efforts to ensure that these victims are able to return to a safe school environment.” Further 
testimony highlighted examples of how schools have established fear and mistrust in the 
relationship of survivors with their schools:  
 

Many school officials [in Illinois] are ill-equipped to deal with the complex and sensitive 
issue of sexual assault…. At one school,… administrators refused to inform law 
enforcement despite the victim’s parents’ repeated requests because the school principal 
felt that it would be better to have a meeting between the victims’ parents and the 
perpetrators’ parents first. Some school officials take a punitive attitude towards the 
victim. In some cases, victims had engaged in some wrongful conduct such as underage 
drinking or leaving school without permission prior to the assault. When school 
authorities choose to blame or even punish the victim for that behavior, they reinforce the 
shame and self-blame that most victims of sexual assault experience. In some cases, 
victims have been threatened with expulsion, rendering a trusting relationship with school 
officials impossible. 

 
One parent from Chicago recounted the insensitive response of her daughter’s school after her 
daughter was raped by two of her classmates off-campus. The survivor’s mother said that, in 
telling a key administrative staff member of the assault, her daughter “was never brought to a 
quiet place by this adult to inquire if she needed help.” Another administrative staff member then 
approached the survivor and told her to forgive the perpetrators and threatened to transfer the 
survivor to another high school if she did not cooperate. After the perpetrators were arrested for 
the sexual assault, they returned to school the next day, and the survivor became further 
victimized by the perpetrators’ friends who verbally harassed her. During expulsion hearings of 
the perpetrators, the survivor was required to sit in the same room as the perpetrators and testify 
with no protection other than her parents. Ultimately the survivors’ parents decided to relocate 
the family out of the school district so that they could protect their child better.  
 
A key step to preventing schools’ inappropriate responses to survivors’ situations is to require 
that school districts establish protocols that set up a clear guide for how staff members and 
administration should proceed after witnessing acts of harassment, bullying, or violence, as well 
as what action to take after receiving disclosures about survivors’ experiences of violence from 
the survivors or others. Testimony across the state illustrated the dangers of relying on informal 
agreements and not having written guidelines: in many cases the actions of one school 
administrator determined whether a survivor received the accommodations she needed to 
continue attending school. In her testimony an advocate emphasized the importance of moving 
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away from an ad hoc basis of addressing violence to set consistent policies and a centralized 
system of response: “It is essential that all school officials including teachers, coaches, 
counselors, and administrative staff know how to speak to a sexual assault victim in a manner 
that establishes trust and confidence rather than fear and distrust. They should be bound by 
certain protocols and procedures, and principals and other administrators in leadership roles must 
be required to set a positive example for other staff on these issues.” 
 
Confidentiality Issues  
 
Revictimization may also occur when school teachers and administrators pressure students who 
have disclosed information about their experiences of domestic or sexual assault to inform their 
parents about the incident. While state law allows students who are 12 years old or older access 
to mental health and medical services for five sessions without parental consent, oftentimes 
school personnel make students feel as if they will be punished if they do not tell their parents 
about their situation. A McLean County advocate on behalf of sexual assault victims recognized 
that this created “not only a trust issue but a safety issue if the student has a history of a violent 
home environment that has not been disclosed.” 92  
 
When school teachers and administration breach student confidentiality, survivors experience 
even greater difficulties in regaining a sense of normalcy. An example of schools’ lack of 
sensitivity for student confidentiality emerged from the Springfield public hearing, where an 
advocate from Jacksonville gave testimony about an elementary school student who was sexually 
abused by a school staff member. In investigating the case, the school board requested that the 
survivor testify about the details of what happened in front of the board and any public attendees 
at the hearing. This caused the survivor to have even more anxiety and fear about the situation. 
Such a lack of consideration for survivors’ need for confidentiality jeopardizes survivor safety 
and prevents survivors from recovering from their trauma.  
 
Social workers and counselors are bound by professional standards that prevent them from 
disclosing information about a client without the client’s consent. However, social workers’ and 
counselors’ testimony to the Task Force show that school administrators are not respecting these 
professional obligations to preserve confidentiality either for in-school or externally-based 
professionals. A Chicago social worker testified that “[e]ffective school social work services are 
many times threatened by school administrators who are either misinformed about 
confidentiality, or don’t care about confidentiality, or are perhaps poorly advised by legal 
counsel regarding the parameters of confidentiality.” The 2009 amendment to the Illinois School 
Student Records Act clarified that information communicated in confidence by a student to a 
school social worker, school counselor, school psychologist, or any interns working with such 
professionals must be afforded the full protection of professional standards of confidentiality.93 
The Act already stipulated that client confidentiality must be upheld for information 
communicated in confidence by a student to a physician, psychologist, or other psychotherapist. 
Furthermore, as the amendment made clear, school employees who act to protect 
communications as privileged or confidential pursuant to applicable state or federal laws or 
regulations may not be subjected to adverse employment action or the threat of such action. We 
hope that these clarifications will guide school districts in better respecting social workers’ 
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responsibility to preserve student confidentiality; however, school districts should separately 
establish their own protocols outlining these standards to ensure compliance.  
 
With regard to student records, schools should ensure that all documents related to the student’s 
status as a survivor of domestic or sexual violence, including copies of protection orders or 
safety plans, written requests for accommodations, referrals, or any other type of document, be 
kept confidential and separate from the student’s permanent record and not be released, 
transferred, disclosed, or otherwise disseminated without the student’s consent. 

 

Student Needs 
 
In-School Accommodations 
 
Students who are survivors of domestic and sexual violence want to stay in school and graduate, 
but fear for their safety and well-being often forces them into involuntary homeschooling, forces 
them to seek alternative programs, or forces them to drop out entirely. In order to ensure that 
these students preserve access to meaningful education and safety on campus, schools must make 
accommodations to meet students’ concerns. All requests for accommodations should be kept 
strictly confidential, and survivors must be informed that they have the right to decline or rescind 
any accommodation at any time. In declining an accommodation, no student should be subject to 
disciplinary action for this decision and must not lose the right to request and receive future 
accommodations. 
 
Students, counselors, and service providers testified to a persistent problem facing student 
survivors of domestic and sexual violence across the state: schools are not accommodating these 
students’ needs in order for them to continue their education in a safe environment. An 
advocate’s testimony about her experiences with schools in Cook County illustrates the 
inconsistency inherent in schools’ responses to survivors’ needs for accommodation:  
 

At one school, our client was able to switch out of classes with the perpetrator but 
her request to have the perpetrator transferred to another school was denied. At 
another school the Principal told the victim’s family that if she saw the 
perpetrators in the hallways at school, she should look the other way, and if the 
school cameras “caught her” talking to the perpetrators she would be expelled. At 
another school, our client stayed home from school after she was assaulted for the 
remainder of the school year because her repeated requests to transfer to another 
school were ignored.  

 
Small measures taken by school staff members to help a survivor transition back into school can 
make a significant difference in ensuring that the survivor will be able to remain in school. 
Simple changes in class schedules, lunch periods, and seating and locker assignments can help 
survivors of violence get the distance they need from their perpetrators to regain a sense of 
security and be able to focus better in class. A sexual assault survivor who experiences panic 
attacks on a regular basis may need a permanent hall pass so that she may excuse herself from 
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class without having to explain the situation to each teacher. In making these accommodations, 
schools should not place the burden of change on the survivor but rather require the perpetrator 
to make the necessary changes.  
 
A Quincy high school student’s testimony points to how schools should approach the educational 
and related needs of students who are survivors of domestic and sexual violence to ensure that 
they stay safe in school. The student recounted how she had very different experiences in 
securing the accommodations she needed at the two different schools she attended after 
surviving a sexual assault by a fellow student. She stated that her experience at the first school 
was negative with “a school administration that was, at best, indifferent to my problems, had no 
idea how to handle the situation, and refused any help from experts in the community.” By 
contrast, she testified that the second school’s administration “did not claim to know all the 
answers, but was willing to talk with my parents and me, make accommodations, and use 
resources in the community to find solutions.” This positive approach taken by the second school 
was an affirming experience for the survivor and established an open line of communication that 
allowed for collaboration between the school and community-based organizations to ensure that 
the survivor and her family had access to essential resources.  
 
Designated Staff Liaisons to Assist Student Survivors of Domestic or Sexual Violence 
 
In order to ensure that students who are survivors of domestic or sexual violence receive the 
assistance they need, the Task Force recommends that each school designate at least one staff 
person as the point person on campus (as recommended in the previous section on expectant and 
parenting students) who is trained to address the needs of children and youths who are survivors 
of domestic or sexual violence. These staff members—who can also serve as the liaison for 
students who are parents or expectant parents—should be trained to understand, give information 
and referrals, and address the following issues pertaining to children and youths who are 
survivors of domestic violence:  
 

 theories and dynamics of domestic violence (including a definition of domestic and 
dating violence);  

 power, control, and cycles of violence;  
 barriers to leaving abusive relationships;  
 aspects of healthy and unhealthy relationships;  
 effects of domestic violence on survivors;  
 perpetrator characteristics and accountability;  
 medical and legal advocacy (including orders of protection and civil no-contact orders); 
 the Illinois Domestic Violence Act of 1986 and the federal Violence Against Women Act 

of 1988; and  
 crisis intervention, safety planning, and referrals.  

 
These staff members need to be trained on the following issues pertaining to survivors of sexual 
violence:  
 

 theories and history of sexual violence and oppression;  
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 types of sexual violence (including stranger rape, acquaintance and campus rape, child 
sexual abuse and incest, multiple assailants and gang rape, and same-sex rape);  

 medical and legal advocacy on behalf of sexual violence victims; and  
 crisis intervention, safety planning, and appropriate referrals.  

 
Schools do not have to expend more resources by hiring new staff members to meet this 
recommendation—current staff members may be utilized to perform these duties. This point 
person should not be expected to be an expert on these issues but should be knowledgeable about 
existing resources, where to seek more information, and how to make referrals. Such liaisons 
have also been referred to by the Task Force as “specially trained personnel.”  
 
Grievance Procedures 
  
An advocate from the Chicago public hearing expressed concern about survivors not being aware 
of their rights to appropriate grievance procedures:  
 

Even though Federal mandates under Title IX of the U.S. Civil Rights Act require 
that all schools have appropriate remedies and grievance procedures for victims of 
sexual harassment and sexual assault in educational settings, most school 
administrators remain unaware of their obligations. Families of victims are not 
notified of their right to file a grievance against the perpetrator under Title IX, and 
school officials are unaware of how to carry out such grievance procedures. The 
result is that most perpetrators remain at school [with neither] the victim nor the 
school taking any action against them. 

 
Testimony heard by the Task Force indicates that survivors of domestic or sexual violence often 
face harassment at school not only by the perpetrators but also by the perpetrators’ friends and 
other students. Harassment through text messages and online social networking sites (i.e., 
cyberbullying) has become especially problematic. Harassment by the perpetrator’s friends and 
other students should not be tolerated on or off–school grounds. Schools need policies in place to 
confront bullying and harassment in all its forms effectively. 
 
Honoring Safety Plans and Court Orders 
 
Schools must honor orders of protection and civil no-contact orders obtained by student 
survivors and help these students devise safety plans. One student from Kasbeer testified that, 
after the school refused to honor a civil no-contact order that the student had obtained, her 
parents chose to homeschool her rather than force her to continue to attend school with a fellow 
student who sexually assaulted her. A sexual assault counselor from McLean County testified 
that too many schools do not have policies regarding safety planning or use the resources they 
have to keep students safe: “While the school has limits on what they can do to separate the 
victim and the perpetrator, they often have a police officer on campus that could easily be trained 
to coordinate with the school nurse or counselor and create a safety plan with the student.” 
Student safety must be the chief consideration of school districts when handling these situations. 
To facilitate the safe return to school of survivors who have been assaulted by a fellow student, 
schools must have a supportive environment that prioritizes the safety needs of the survivor. If a 
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student has a safety plan that they created with the assistance of an external service provider, 
schools should honor its provisions and keep a copy of it in a confidential file.  
 
Testifiers also voiced concerns about school officials relying on the decisions of law 
enforcement to address allegations of sexual assault within their schools. A Chicago advocate 
recognized that, given that police and state’s attorneys make charging decisions based on 
whether there is enough evidence to prove a case beyond a reasonable doubt in a criminal court, 
schools are often “too willing to take law enforcement’s decision not to charge a perpetrator 
criminally as complete exoneration of wrongdoing.” Her testimony went on to recognize that  
 

[s]chool disciplinary procedures operate separately from the criminal justice 
system, under a different standard of proof, because they serve a different 
purpose. Disciplinary procedures are intended to keep schools safe and hold 
offenders accountable. School officials have an obligation to take appropriate 
disciplinary actions against perpetrators of sexual offenses when they have a 
strong reason to believe that the offense occurred …, not just when criminal 
charges are filed. 

 
Counseling Services 
 
Student survivors should be allowed to leave class to see a counselor or social worker to talk 
about their experiences of violence or the threat of violence. Students must have access to 
counseling services on their school campus so that they avoid missing time in the classroom due 
to transportation to and from counseling off–campus. Schools must provide children and 
adolescents with a safe and familiar environment for them to do their therapy work. In order to 
maintain the students’ confidentiality, schools should ensure that students have access to private 
rooms for their meetings with counselors. Also, survivors who need to be escorted to and from 
class for counseling sessions should be accompanied by school administrators rather than 
counselors so that survivors are not put in the stressful position of receiving inquiries from other 
students about why they are obtaining counseling services. Many service providers’ and school 
counselors’ testimonies recounted negative experiences when school administrators failed to set 
aside a private meeting space for therapy sessions with survivors.  
 
One counselor’s testimony at the Mount Vernon public hearing emphasized her concerns about 
this problem:  
 

Despite my explanation to both administrative assistants and school principals of 
why a confidential, private meeting place was necessary and important, I was told 
I would only be able to meet with survivors on the playground, in the hallway, in 
the gymnasium, in the library, or in the cafeteria. Obviously none of these 
destinations provide privacy. Many times there were other students around who 
could see me with the student [and] … even overhear our conversations. Many 
survivors … in scenarios like this reported that other students would later ask the 
survivor who I was, what we talked about, or even mentioned details of a session 
that they had overheard.  
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Public areas are inappropriate settings for counseling work. Besides jeopardizing confidentiality, 
the lack of a private space for counseling may hinder a survivor’s healing process by resulting in 
constant interruptions in the student’s trauma work and reflecting the idea that the school 
community does not respect the survivor’s needs.  
 
Excused Absences and Homebound Instruction 
 
Survivors of domestic and sexual violence often experience some form of PTSD, with 
symptoms—anxiety, panic attacks, insomnia, inability to concentrate, or depression—that 
interfere with their ability to learn and succeed in school.94 Students should receive excused 
absences for classes missed due to domestic or sexual violence. Students should be allowed to 
make up class work—homework, quizzes, tests, and any other graded work—for classes missed 
due to survivors dealing with their experience of violence. In cases where students cannot 
immediately return to school, homebound instruction is necessary so that survivors do not fall 
behind in their course work. However, schools should be expected to make every 
accommodation possible so that student survivors have the choice to remain in school safely. A 
sexual assault counselor from Granite City testified at the Mount Vernon public hearing that 
“[w]hile homebound [instruction] is a necessary option for some students for a period of time 
and needs to be available to survivors, it is not a long-term solution…. The goal should always 
be to get the student functioning as close to normal as soon as possible—that means back at 
school, feeling safe in school, performing well at school and looking forward to the future.” 
 
School Transfers and Transportation 
 
When in-school accommodations are inadequate to protect students, school transfers may be 
necessary to allow students to continue their education safely. The School Code currently allows 
school transfers for survivors of violence only in cases of violent crimes that occur on school 
grounds during regular school hours or during a school-sponsored event.95 However, many 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence face safety-related problems as they travel to and from 
school and on and off–school grounds. In order to broaden protections for survivors, schools 
should permit survivors to transfer whether or not they were victims of a crime that meets the 
definition of a “violent crime” under Section 3 of the Rights of Crime Victims and Witnesses 
Act, and whether or not that crime occurred on school grounds during school hours or at a 
school-sponsored event. School districts should waive tuition for students who transfer to a 
school district where they do not reside so that cost does not prohibit survivors from attaining 
relief. Even if a perpetrator who is a student at the same school as the survivor has never attacked 
the survivor at school, the survivor is vulnerable as she follows her routine schedule in traveling 
to and from school and attending classes.  
 
Special Consideration During Disciplinary Proceedings 
 
Testimony has shown that sometimes school administrators, because of adherence to aggressive 
“zero-tolerance” policies or ignorance about the dynamics of domestic or sexual violence, 
penalize victims who report abuse. The Illinois School Code provision on suspension and 
expulsion does not take status as a survivor of domestic or sexual violence into account in 
disciplinary proceedings.96 An advocate from Arlington Heights testified about a situation that 
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serves as an example of this problem: a female student who was sexually assaulted by a 
classmate off–school grounds did not disclose the incident immediately because she was 
struggling with depression. While she struggled to cope with the aftermath of the assault, her 
grades dropped. The school principal approached her to discuss her grades and see if she was 
experiencing any problems, but she remained silent about the assault. Eventually she told a 
friend about the incident, and the friend disclosed the incident to a staff member. As a result, the 
survivor was suspended for lying because she did not adhere to the school’s honor code of 
honesty. 
 
School officials should have the discretion to consider a student’s status as a survivor of 
domestic or sexual violence or as an expectant or parenting student during a disciplinary process. 
When there is a substantial relationship between a student’s behavior that gives rise to 
suspension or expulsion proceedings and the student’s status as a survivor of domestic or sexual 
violence or as an expectant or parenting student, then the district superintendent should look to 
modify the suspension or expulsion requirement on a case-by-case basis. This provision would 
allow for flexibility by recognizing that survivors may be involved in an altercation at school for 
which they are not to blame if, for example, they engage in an act of self-defense or respond to 
an abuser’s taunts and harassment. 
 
Collaborating with External Service Providers 
 
Testimony of domestic and sexual violence advocates across Illinois revealed strained 
relationships with local school officials, at a cost to the students who stand to benefit when 
schools and service providers cooperate. School districts should develop relationships with 
external service providers and community-based organizations to ensure that services provide a 
coordinated continuum of care for youths and their families. In fostering cooperation with other 
organizations, schools will engage in a cost-effective approach that reduces duplication, shares 
expenses, spurs new development of programs, and improves outcomes for students and their 
families. Increasing visibility of available community resources through referrals is crucial to 
ensuring that survivors have the resources they need to cope with their experiences of violence 
and continue their education.  
 

Best Practices 
 
Examples of Legislation from Other States 
 
There is legislation in several states related to school safety and violence prevention. Many of 
these encompass conflict resolution and bullying and harassment. Other states directly address 
domestic or sexual violence, particularly between students. Rhode Island’s dating-violence 
policy requires its department of education to develop a model dating-violence policy and assist 
school districts to develop and implement a policy and train all administrators, teachers, nurses, 
and mental health staff members.97 Texas requires every school district to adopt and implement a 
dating-violence policy that includes safety planning, enforcement of protective orders, school-
based alternatives to protective orders, and training for administrators and teachers.98  
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Effective Practices Found in Illinois 
 
The Task Force found that Illinois schools do not have comprehensive policies or examples of 
effective programs that address the needs of students who are survivors of domestic or sexual 
violence. In its policy manual the Chicago Public Schools has a section entitled “Domestic 
Violence, Dating Violence and Court Orders of Protection, Restraint or No Contact.”99 The 
policy addresses all types of abusive situations experienced by children and youths, including 
students as witnesses of domestic violence in their homes, students as survivors of child abuse in 
their homes, and students as survivors of dating and sexual violence. It also addresses an 
important point in situations where the survivor and perpetrator attend the same school by 
identifying the school principal or other administrator as responsible for following investigation 
and incident-reporting procedures and implementing appropriate interventions and consequences 
regardless of whether the incident occurred on or off–school grounds. Furthermore, the Chicago 
Public Schools policy provides for the transferring of the perpetrator to another school when the 
victim’s safety is jeopardized or being disrupted by allowing the victim and perpetrator to remain 
in the same school. While the Chicago Public Schools policy offers an example of how to 
incorporate some of the recommendations of this Task Force, the policy is bare-bones, mostly 
serves as a legal document designed to limit liability, and is not the sort of policy that will 
encourage survivors to step forward, seek help, feel safe, and perform well in school. While the 
policy seeks to help students, it does so mostly through parental notification and getting students 
to counseling. School policies must do more by delineating how the school will accommodate 
students, ensure confidentiality, provide for survivors’ safety, and collaborate with students so 
that they perform well in school. Students and their parents must be able to make an informed 
decision about coming forward and putting their trust in school administrators and other school 
personnel.  
 

Recommendations Regarding Policies Affecting Students Who Are Survivors of Domestic 
or Sexual Violence 
 
Based upon our analysis, we offer the following recommendations—arranged by expected time 
frame for implementation—for supporting students who are survivors of domestic or sexual 
violence. Many of these recommendations are similar to or direct reflections of the 
recommendations offered for supporting students who are parents or expectant parents because 
of the similarities in the circumstances faced by these two student population groups. 
 
Recommendations that Can Be Implemented Immediately 
 

 Exempt children and youths who are survivors of domestic or sexual violence from 
minimum attendance requirements for absences related to domestic or sexual 
violence. School districts should not be permitted to consider a student who is a 
survivor of domestic or sexual violence a chronic or habitual truant or truant minor 
because of one or more absences related to the student’s status, including absences 
due to the student’s having received services for domestic or sexual violence such as 
counseling, health services, and legal advocacy, and absences needed to recover from 
physical and psychological injuries related to the violence. 
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 Students who miss class work, including lessons, assignments, quizzes and tests, 
because of absences related to domestic or sexual violence as described above should 
be allowed to make it up. Giving the opportunity to make up missed class work is the 
classroom teacher’s responsibility. Costs associated with these activities should be 
waived by school districts for any students whose parents or guardians are unable to 
afford them.  

 For students who are survivors of domestic or sexual violence, provide necessary 
accommodations in school, including, but not limited to, sufficiently private settings 
and time-off for meetings with counselors or other service providers, transfer of the 
student survivor or student perpetrator to a different classroom, change of locker 
assignment, change of seating assignment, early dismissal from classes to allow safe 
passage in the hallways, implementation of an individualized in-school safety plan, 
and any other accommodation that may facilitate the student’s participation in school.  

 Honor any orders of protection or no-contact orders granted. 
 Require schools to treat school disciplinary procedures separately from findings in the 

criminal justice system. Recognize the obligation to keep schools and students safe by 
taking appropriate action against perpetrators of domestic violence and sexual 
violence offenses even when criminal charges are not filed. 

 In situations where a survivor and perpetrator of domestic or sexual violence attend 
the same school, require schools to place the burden of making changes to meet the 
accommodation needs of the survivor (e.g., schedule and locker changes) on the 
perpetrator so as to avoid revictimizing the survivor.  

 Prohibit school administrators and staff members from pressuring or requiring 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence to request or accept any accommodations, 
and ensure that survivors of domestic or sexual violence have the opportunity to 
decide voluntarily about which academic programs they would like to pursue. 

 
Recommendations that Should Be Implemented Within Two Years 
 

 Amend the School Code to recognize absences related to the student’s status as a 
survivor of domestic or sexual violence, including absences due to the student’s 
having received services such as counseling, health services, and legal advocacy, and 
absences needed to recover from physical and psychological injuries related to the 
violence, as valid causes for absence. 

 Amend homebound instruction provisions to include students’ right to homebound 
instruction due to circumstances related to domestic or sexual violence, and allow 
student homebound instruction for as long as needed to treat physical or mental health 
complications due to domestic or sexual violence when a health care provider or 
sexual or domestic violence service provider indicates in writing that such care is 
needed. Home instruction services should be equivalent to the regular education 
program, in accordance with Title IX, and students receiving home instruction should 
not be penalized in grading, course completion, grade-level advancement, or 
graduation, providing that the students comply with home instruction requirements. 

 Amend the School Code to allow a student who is a survivor of domestic or sexual 
violence, regardless of whether the survivor has obtained a protective order, 
regardless of whether the perpetrator has been criminally charged or convicted, and 
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regardless of whether the incident occurred on school grounds during regular school 
hours or during a school-sponsored event, to transfer to another school immediately 
and as needed, including to another school district without the payment of out-of-
district tuition if the student’s continued attendance at a particular school poses risk to 
the student’s safety or well-being. In accordance with the federal McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Education Assistance Improvements Act of 2001 or the Illinois Education 
for Homeless Children Act, school transfers should also be allowed for youths who 
become homeless as a result of domestic or sexual violence.  

 Amend the School Code to allow a school district to require the transfer of a student 
who is the perpetrator of domestic or sexual violence, including to another school 
district, when the victim’s safety or well-being is jeopardized or being disrupted by 
allowing the victim and perpetrator to remain in the same school.  

 Amend the Illinois School Student Records Act to maintain confidentiality of student 
records and ensure that any documentation regarding a student’s status as a survivor 
of domestic or sexual violence be kept confidential and separate from the student’s 
permanent record, and not be released, transferred, disclosed, or otherwise 
disseminated without the student’s consent. 
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Section 4: Related Issues and Special Considerations 
 
In considering the changes that must occur in school policy and procedure to ensure that students 
who are parents, expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence are safe in school 
and receive the accommodations they need, schools and policymakers must maintain an 
inclusive perspective that takes into account the situations of all students.  
 

Implementing Comprehensive Antibullying Policies and Procedures 
 
Bullying and harassment create an unsafe environment where distractions force students to divert 
their attention from their academic development to find ways to cope with these negative 
experiences. A 2006 study reveals that more than half (52 percent) of Illinois students report 
having been verbally harassed and nearly a quarter (23 percent) of students report having been 
physically harassed or assaulted in school.100 In light of this, schools need comprehensive 
policies and procedures for dealing with bullying and harassment and well-trained school 
personnel and students who can intervene in incidents of mistreatment:  
 

 School teachers should be required to receive training in antibullying measures and 
cultural diversity as part of their accreditation and professional development.  

 Policies must be oriented around the goal of empowering students to resolve conflict 
positively and prevent the escalation of conflict.  

 Comprehensive whole-school bullying programs are necessary to increase awareness of 
the problem and encourage staff members and students to intervene when witnessing 
bullying.  

 Policies must explicitly address the specific dynamics resulting from harassment based 
on an individual’s gender, sexual orientation, race or ethnicity, disability, or status as a 
parent, expectant parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence. Less than half (45 
percent) of Illinois students in a 2006 report said that they were protected by school 
antiharassment policy that specifically mentioned sexual orientation or gender/identity 
expression.101  

 Prevention is key to eliminating youth violence. In order to create safer schools in 
Illinois, students need a social and emotional learning curriculum that emphasizes 
diversity and promotes cultural acceptance. Only half (52 percent) of Illinois students 
report feeling very safe in their schools, and over a third (37 percent) say that at least one 
personal characteristic makes them feel unsafe, including physical appearance (17 
percent), race or ethnicity (9 percent), gender expression (7 percent), and actual or 
perceived sexual orientation (5 percent).102  

  
Crucial to facilitating a positive school climate free of violence and harassment are professional 
school personnel and staff members who set examples of how to act respectfully and treat others 
with regard. In Illinois 81 percent of students reported hearing sexist comments at school, 74 
percent had heard homophobic slurs, 19 percent had heard staff members make sexist remarks, 
12 percent had heard staff members make racist comments, and 11 percent had heard staff 
members make homophobic comments.103 When school staff members engage in such behavior 
or fail to intervene in situations of harassment or bullying, students are less likely to trust school 
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personnel and consequently not report incidents of harassment or bullying. With a majority (59 
percent) of students in Illinois who have experienced verbal or physical harassment or assault not 
reporting the incidents to school staff members, schools are not fully aware of this problem.104 
Furthermore, in hearing their school authorities use biased language, students may believe that 
such language is permissible. Effective school policies and training for school personnel are 
imperative to prevent bullying and harassment in Illinois schools.  
 

Homelessness Services and Prevention 
 
Homelessness is a pervasive problem for students who are parents, expectant parents, or 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence. Oftentimes the only point of stability in homeless 
children’s and youths’ lives is the school environment. Each school in Illinois needs programs 
and policies in place—in accordance with the federal McKinney-Vento Education for Homeless 
Children and Youth Act provisions, the Illinois Education for Homeless Children Act provisions, 
and the Illinois State Board of Education policy on homeless education—that accommodate the 
situations of homeless students by ensuring equal access to education, upholding the dignity of 
these children and youths, and preventing them from feeling isolated or stigmatized due to their 
being homeless.105 Schools must also be mindful that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, 
and questioning children and youths are especially vulnerable to homelessness. Since homeless 
students are forced to move locations frequently, school stability and continuity in school 
enrollment are essential to these students’ academic success.  
 
In meeting the requirements of the federal McKinney-Vento Education for Homeless Children 
and Youth program, states must provide transportation to and from the homeless student’s school 
of origin (i.e., the school that the student attended when permanently housed or the school where 
last enrolled) and provide for immediate school enrollment to the school in which enrollment is 
sought by the student’s parent or guardian even if the student is unable to produce records 
normally required for enrollment. Illinois law further stipulates that the choice of whether a 
student remains at the student’s school of origin belongs to the student’s parent or guardian.106 
States are prohibited from segregating homeless children or youths.107 Federal law also provides 
in every school district for a homeless liaison who must, among other duties, ensure that 
homeless children and youths receive educational services for which they are eligible as well as 
referrals to health, mental health, dental, and other appropriate services.108 School districts must 
also coordinate with housing assistance providers to ensure that eligible students have access and 
reasonable proximity to available educational and related support services. Schools are required 
to give special attention to homeless students not currently attending school. In meeting 
homeless children’s and youths’ educational needs, school districts’ main priorities should be to 
remove barriers to enrollment, attendance, and success. State and local educational agencies 
should review and revise any policies or practices that act as barriers (i.e., if a student is pregnant 
or parenting and homeless, schools have a duty to review relevant policies and make necessary 
accommodations based on the student’s unique circumstances).109 Reenrolling homeless students 
is key to addressing Illinois’s dropout crisis—if a student has dropped out, the school should 
work to reach out to the student and reenroll the student whenever possible. Public testimony 
heard by the Task Force reveals that homelessness is a concern common to all areas of Illinois 
and that our state’s school districts should do more to meet better the needs of these children and 
youths and ensure that they receive the same education and services offered to other students: 
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 Advocates from Quincy discussed the problems that homeless youth under 18 encounter 

in accessing subsidized housing.  
 A homeless youth advocate from Kane County testified at the Elgin hearing that schools 

needed assistance in implementing the McKinney-Vento federal provisions regarding 
homeless students and must better train staff to recognize signs of homelessness and 
assist homeless students.  

 Several advocates from Elgin, Carbondale, and Chicago noted the lack of homeless 
shelters specifically covering the needs of youths who are parents or expectant parents.  

 A school nurse from Carbondale related the importance of counseling students who are 
parents or expectant parents about planning for their housing needs; she testified about 
one of her students whose mother refused to provide housing for the student unless she 
gave her baby up for adoption.  

 A parenting high school student from Chicago explained her experiences of homelessness 
when she left her parents’ home after her father abused her child. The student noted that 
tracking down the contact information about her school’s homeless liaison was very 
difficult for her and advised that schools should better publicize the resources available to 
homeless students. She also wished that her school had the resources to help her find day 
care since she had had to disrupt her schooling by having to move her daughter around to 
different child care arrangements.  

 An advocate from Elgin told a story about how little changes in school policies and 
provision of services can be an immense aid and relief to homeless students—a group of 
school bus drivers in Elgin agreed to make it their policy to pick up homeless children 
from the shelter where they were staying before the rest of the students and drop them off 
last so as to avoid putting these homeless students in an uncomfortable situation.  

 
Best practices found from discussions with advocates at the Task Force hearings included 
helping ensure that homeless children do not feel stigmatized by 
 

 providing school supplies, including backpacks and/or uniforms to each child; 
 coordinating efforts of district transportation and external resources to take students to 

and from school as needed; 
 making all school activities, including before- and after-school programs accessible to 

each child; 
 providing accessibility to tutoring and counseling; 
 helping parents and students complete enrollment forms and assisting in obtaining school 

records, immunization records, birth certificates, and other records as needed 
 coordinating efforts with local community agencies to provide basic needs and services, 

including medical, vision, and dental care, for homeless students and families; 
 creating awareness of, and promoting sensitivity toward, the educational and legal rights 

of homeless children and youths among school personnel. 
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Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Questioning Students 
 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and questioning (LGBTQQ) children and youths face 
significant barriers to success in school due to their lack of safety both in school and at home. A 
2005 survey of Chicago students conducted by the Chicago Public Schools and the U.S. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention found that lesbian, gay, and bisexual students had a 
heightened risk of violence exposure: LGB student responses indicate that, compared to their 
heterosexual peers, they are two times more likely to be threatened at school, two to four times 
more likely to be treated for injuries resulting from a fight, two to four times more likely to 
report being victims of sexual assault, and three to four times more likely to have attempted 
suicide in the past year.110 A national study of LGBT students of color in middle school and high 
school found that these students were especially vulnerable to victimization. Across all minority 
racial or ethnic groups surveyed, more than four out of five students reported verbal harassment 
in school because of sexual orientation and about two-thirds because of gender expression. At 
least a third of each group reported physical violence in school because of sexual orientation.111 
Less than half of the minority LGBT students who reported being harassed or assaulted in school 
in the past year said that they reported the incidents to school staff members. More than half of 
those who did report an incident believed that the school’s responses to the incident were 
ineffective.112  
 
An LGBTQQ advocate and counselor from Chicago testified about how many of the young 
people with whom she worked frequently shared stories about how faculty and staff members did 
not intervene when they witnessed bullying of LGBTQQ students and even made derogatory 
remarks about a student’s sexual orientation or gender expression. She discussed how parents 
and guardians who disapproved of or were hostile to their children’s sexual orientation or gender 
expression used tactics of power and control to abuse their children and deny them basic survival 
needs, including food, financial support, and housing. Once LGBTQQ children and youths are 
homeless, violence becomes a common occurrence in their everyday struggle to survive.  
 
The problem of LGBTQQ youth homelessness and victimization is widespread: one national 
study found that half of gay teens experienced a negative reaction from their parents when they 
came out, and 26 percent were kicked out of their homes.113 Another study found that more than 
one-third of youths who were homeless or in the care of social services experienced a violent 
physical assault when they came out, consequently leading these youths to leave a homeless 
shelter or foster home because they actually felt safer on the streets.114 For LGBTQQ children 
and youths, a lack of safe housing can lead to a multitude of difficulties including mental health 
issues, substance abuse, and risky sexual behavior.  
 
Based on the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute’s research findings that 
between 20 percent and 40 percent of all homeless youths identify as LGBT, between five 
thousand and ten thousand of the estimated twenty-five thousand youths in Illinois who 
experience homelessness in the course of a year are LGBT.115 Given that school is often the only 
environment that provides some basis of consistency and normalcy for LGBTQQ children and 
youths, Illinois must take action to ensure that schools are safe spaces for these students.  
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Illinois should mandate that all school administration and personnel participate in LGBTQQ 
awareness training and demonstrate cultural competency as part of their professional licensing 
process. Health education curricula should be inclusive of LGBTQQ students—information 
about healthy relationships and health issues should be accessible to students of all sexualities. 
Lack of inclusion and visibility in curricula can stigmatize LGBTQQ students, lead to their 
increased isolation, and prevent them from recognizing and avoiding abuse in their own 
relationships. 
 
Recommended actions that schools should take to eliminate the harassment of LGBTQQ 
students and prevent homelessness among these students include 
 

 facilitating student clubs that take up LGBTQQ issues, such as Gay-Straight Alliance; 
 training faculty and staff members to be sensitive to the issues faced by LGBTQQ 

children and youths and be supportive of these students; 
 ensuring that students have access to LGBTQQ-inclusive curricular resources and 

LGBTQQ-related resources in the school library; and 
 establishing a comprehensive policy to address in-school harassment and assault and 

provide specific protections based on sexual orientation and gender identity and gender 
expression. 

 

Children and Youths with Disabilities 
 
Children and youths with disabilities are especially in need of educational support services that 
meet their unique needs. Schools would greatly benefit from enhanced coordination with 
community-based organizations and government agencies to improve delivery of services for 
this population of students. 
 
In situations where a student who is a parent, expectant parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual 
violence has had an individualized education program (IEP) to meet the student’s special 
education needs, but has dropped out of school and is seeking reenrollment, school districts 
should reenroll the student in the type of school listed on the student’s most recent IEP even if 
the IEP is no longer valid. In the IEP schools should also incorporate services relevant to the 
student’s status as a parent, expectant parent, or survivor. 

 

Foster Children and Youths 
 
Children and youths in the foster care system have unique stressors in their lives that may 
negatively affect their personal development and limit their abilities to succeed in school. 
Frequent placement moves and lack of coordination among agencies prevent young people in 
foster care from completing their education. Studies indicate that fewer than half of foster youths 
leave care with a high school education or employment.116 Foster youths are also more likely 
than their peers to be held back in school, suspended, or expelled.117  
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Young people living in foster care are at greater risk of early pregnancy and childbearing than 
their peers. In fact, teen girls in foster care are 2.5 times more likely than their peers not in foster 
care to experience a pregnancy by age 19.118 Young adults who lived in foster care at some point 
are 1.9 times more likely to have ever experienced forced sex than their peers, with young 
women who ever lived in foster care being nearly 3 times more likely than young men who ever 
lived in foster care to have experienced forced sex.119 One study of Illinois youths living in foster 
care found that 72 percent of the young women had ever been pregnant, and repeat pregnancies 
were more the rule than the exception among those who had ever been pregnant. Of these young 
women who had ever been pregnant, 30 percent had wanted to become pregnant, and only 25 
percent were using birth control around the time that they conceived.120 Half of Illinois’s young 
men in foster care from this same study reported that they had ever gotten a female pregnant, 
compared with 19 percent of their peers not in foster care.121  
 
Children and youths in foster care who have experienced abuse may especially have difficulties 
in school due to their special needs. Behavioral and emotional problems, learning disabilities, 
and medical or health problems often prevent these children and youths from succeeding in the 
classroom. In working to improve the educational outcomes of children and youths in foster care, 
school districts must work to enhance the provision of educational and related services to foster 
children and youths who do not qualify for special education programs.  
 
California has taken steps to support educational opportunities for children and youths in foster 
care by  
 

requiring that placement decision makers take the child’s educational needs into 
consideration, permitting foster children to remain in their school of origin for the 
remainder of the school year even if they are placed out of the district, mandating 
prompt transfer of education records and immediate enrollment if the child must 
change schools, and requiring school districts to appoint an educational liaison for 
foster children to facilitate placement, enrollment, and efficient transfer of 
records.122  

 
Young people in foster care in California have also benefited from the state’s law that grants 
these youths who are over 16 the right to information about available postsecondary educational 
options, including information about course work necessary for vocational and postsecondary 
programs and financial aid.123 The law requires state universities and community colleges to 
work with child welfare agencies to promote foster youth enrollment by providing technical 
assistance in admissions and financial aid applications.124 Illinois youths in foster care would 
benefit from similar provisions.  
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Section 5: General Recommendations  
 
The following recommendations—including recommendations specifically related to the 
implementation of these policies—address overarching themes regarding school support of 
children and youths who are parents or expectant parents, and children and youths who are 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence:  
 

 Establish that children and youths who are expectant parents, parents, or survivors of 
domestic or sexual violence have the right to attend school, receive the same or 
equivalent educational instruction as other children and youths in accordance with the 
goals of the Constitution of the State of Illinois to promote “the educational development 
of all persons to the limits of their capacities,” and complete their education successfully 
and in a safe, secure, and encouraging learning environment. Upon establishing this right 
in the School Code, school districts should be required to implement specific and 
continuing steps to notify all current students, former students under 21, applicants, and 
the parents of students about this right. 

 Enhance interpretations and enforcement of antidiscrimination and education laws in 
order to 

o protect students who are expectant or parenting or are survivors of domestic or 
sexual violence from discrimination; 

o ensure that girls and young women are encouraged and able to enroll in and 
complete career and technical education courses that are nontraditional for their 
gender; 

o protect students fully from sexual harassment, bullying, and other forms of 
violence in school;  

o ensure that schools appoint, and broadly publicize information about, a Title IX 
coordinator and adopt antidiscrimination policies and grievance procedures to 
address any sex discrimination complaints; and 

o Adopt and implement amendments to the state Title IX regulations that clarify 
and refine current language. These amendments were unanimously approved and 
recommended for adoption by the Illinois State Board of Education’s Gender 
Equity Advisory Committee. 

 Adjust the attendance formula so that there are no fiscal disincentives for schools to alter 
attendance policies better to accommodate students who are parents, expectant parents, or 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence. 

 Require each school to designate a liaison on staff trained to address in a confidential and 
sensitive manner the needs of children and youths who are expectant parents, parents, and 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence. 

 Comply with current law that requires in-service training sessions for all school personnel 
who work with pupils; such personnel include, but are not limited to, school and school 
district administrators, teachers, school guidance counselors, school social workers, 
school counselors, school psychologists, and school nurses, and such training should be 
conducted by persons with expertise in domestic and sexual violence and the needs of 
expectant and parenting youths.125  

 Require school or school district employees who become aware of or suspect a student’s 
status as an expectant parent, parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence to inform 
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the student about available school and community resources and refer the student to the 
school’s designated liaison or specially trained personnel.  

 Adopt a common definition of “dropouts” for all data collection and reporting 
requirements, and require that data be fully cross-tabulated to allow analysis of subgroups 
of students. 

 Ensure that all students have access to quality health services and information by 
establishing comprehensive school health centers in every school. 

 Establish coordinated efforts with community-based organizations and an effective 
referral system to ensure that students receive a comprehensive continuum of health and 
social services. 

 Require that all materials for students and parents pertaining to rights and policies for 
student parents or expectant parents and student survivors of domestic or sexual violence 
be presented in a culturally competent manner. This includes supplying materials in other 
languages when necessary and appropriate.  

 Prioritize confidentiality for students by requiring schools to accommodate on-campus 
counseling services with private rooms for counseling work. 

 Require school districts to establish a policy and protocol to preserve the confidentiality 
and privacy of students who disclose their status as an expectant parent, parent, or 
survivor of domestic or sexual violence or who seek assistance, services, or 
accommodations due to their status. 

 Require school districts to develop and implement policies to enable parents and 
guardians of children or youths who are expectant parents, parents, or survivors of 
domestic or sexual violence to be informed of actions taken with regard to the status of 
the children or youths. In cases where students indicate that their health or safety would 
be threatened if they were to reveal their status to a parent or guardian, school staff 
members should not be permitted to inform the students’ parents or guardians. In such 
cases, school staff members should refer the child or youth to community-based 
organizations that provide appropriate services. School district employees are not 
precluded from disclosing information about a student who is an expectant parent, parent, 
or survivor of domestic or sexual violence when reporting to the Department of Children 
and Family Services is required under the Abused and Neglected Child Reporting Act, 
when a parent who is not barred from accessing their child’s school records seeks access 
under the Illinois School Student Record Act and the school record contains information 
about the child’s or youth’s status, or when communication with the child or youth 
reveals the intended commission of a harmful act and disclosure is necessary to protect 
public safety. 

 Require school officials to assist each child or adolescent who is a parent, expectant 
parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence to develop a student success plan based 
on an assessment of the youth’s educational and social functioning and skills. The student 
success plan should establish goals and objectives for satisfactory performance with the 
assistance of support services and should specify how the school will assist the student in 
making up missed work. A student’s decision not to develop a student success plan or 
failure to comply with components of the student success plan should not be the basis of 
any subsequent disciplinary action or punitive academic measures against the student. 

 Require school districts to enroll or reenroll immediately a youth under 21 who is an 
expectant parent, parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence even if the youth is 
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unable to produce records normally required for enrollment. The enrolling school should 
immediately contact the school last attended by the student to obtain relevant records. 
School districts should be required to assist such youths in obtaining immunizations and 
health examinations, if necessary. No youth may be denied enrollment or reenrollment 
for absences or tardiness accrued due to circumstances related to the youth’s status as a 
parent, expectant parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence. 

 Require school districts to reenroll youths who are expectant parents, parents, or 
survivors of domestic or sexual violence and who were previously enrolled in a special 
education program in the type of school listed on their most recent individualized 
education program (IEP), even if the IEP is no longer valid. Require schools to include in 
the IEP services relevant to the student’s status as a parent, expectant parent, or survivor 
of domestic or sexual violence. 

 Pay special attention to ensuring the enrollment and attendance of children and youths 
who are expectant parents, parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence and are 
not attending school. If a school or school district is aware or suspects that a former 
student is an expectant parent, parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence, school 
district personnel should inform the former student of the student’s right to reenrollment 
and work to remove barriers to enrollment and school attendance. Schools should 
coordinate efforts with organizations and agencies where children or youths who are 
parents, expectant parents, or survivors of violence typically receive services in the 
community.  

 In situations where a student who is a parent, expectant parent, or survivor of domestic or 
sexual violence is at risk of academic failure or displays poor academic performance, 
school districts should be required to provide education and support services directly or 
by collaborating with public or private state, local, or community-based organizations. 
Schools should be required to inform students of their right to receive these 
accommodations. Educational and support services needed to meet Illinois learning 
standards and help students complete their education in a safe and encouraging learning 
environment include 

o case management services;  
o mentoring;  
o safety and well-being accommodations;  
o individualized psychological and other mental health services;  
o individual, peer, group, and family counseling;  
o individualized and flexible instruction and scheduling;  
o alternative learning environments and strategies, such as home-based learning and 

independent study;  
o home and hospital instruction;  
o career, family, and child development classes; and  
o other social, health, or supplemental services.  

 In situations where a student who is a parent, expectant parent, or survivor of domestic or 
sexual violence has missed a substantial amount of school or schoolwork because of the 
student’s status as such, alternative educational opportunities should be made available, 
including  

o instruction before and after school;  
o evening and weekend classes;  
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o summer courses or extended-year programs;  
o home or hospital instruction;  
o community college credit toward graduation;  
o Internet or other correspondence courses;  
o tutoring;  
o independent study or home-based learning;  
o individual completion of lesson plans; and  
o other appropriate alternative learning programs.  

 
Alternative education programs should be equivalent to the regular education program, in 
accordance with Title IX, and students pursuing alternative programs should not be 
penalized in grading, course completion, grade-level advancement, or graduation, providing 
that they comply with the alternative program requirements. 
 
 Establish the provision that whenever there is evidence that a student’s status as an 

expectant parent, parent, or survivor of domestic or sexual violence may be the cause for 
expulsion or suspension, an advocate of the student’s choice must be permitted to consult 
with the school administration and board. Require that students who are parents, 
expectant parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence receive special 
consideration in reviews during the disciplinary period. Require that if there is a 
substantial relationship between a student’s behavior that prompts a suspension or 
expulsion proceeding and the student’s status as an expectant parent, parent, or survivor 
of domestic or sexual violence, the district superintendent may modify the suspension or 
expulsion requirement on a case-by-case basis. 

 Fund research on the dropout crisis that examines risk factors for dropping out, 
particularly as they relate to youth who are parents, expectant parents, or survivors of 
domestic or sexual violence, as well as effective interventions for dropout prevention. 

 Regularly evaluate programs and interventions in order to promote effective practices and 
improve schools’ responses to the needs of students who are parents, expectant parents, 
or survivors of domestic or sexual violence. 

 Ensure that school districts are accountable for proper implementation of all federal and 
state laws, regulations, and policies, such as federal and state laws governing homeless 
children and youths, to counter inconsistent or nonexistent application.  

 Require that school districts adopt and implement the model policies and procedures as 
found by this Task Force, or require that they form a local working group comprising 
representatives of the school district, educators, social workers, counselors, 
psychologists, representatives of the local nonprofit domestic violence and sexual 
violence community, and students and parents of students who are parents, expectant 
parents, or survivors of domestic or sexual violence to develop and implement their own 
policies and protocol to address the issues set forth in this report.  

 

Issues Needing Further Research and Discussion 
 

 Whether and how to track the graduation rate of students who are survivors of 
domestic or sexual violence. 
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 Addressing risk factors for teen dating violence and examining how both community 
and family violence contributes to teen dating violence. 

 How effectively to connect community-based service providers with schools. 
 How better to ensure school district compliance with federal and state laws, 

regulations, and policies. 
 The extent to which students who are survivors of domestic or sexual violence in 

Illinois are pushed into involuntary homeschooling as a result of unmet needs related 
to their safety and well-being. 

 Using restorative justice techniques to address dating and sexual violence, 
harassment, and bullying in schools.  
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